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Ahstract//

This study examines students’ perceptions of faculty competencies
in online teaching at the Saudi Electronic University (SEU). While online
learning has rapidly expanded, many institutions continue to face
challenges in ensuring instructional quality and faculty readiness. A total
of 226 SEU students participated in an online survey designed to assess
essential teaching competencies and to explore variations in perception by
gender. Data were analyzed using independent-sample t-tests via SPSS.
Findings revealed that the most valued competencies were related to
interaction, timely feedback, and effective communication between
instructors and students. Significant gender-based differences were
observed in six of seven competency areas. The results emphasize the
importance of continuous faculty development and digital pedagogy
training to sustain the quality of online instruction and align with evolving
higher education models. This study contributes to the growing body of
knowledge on learner-centered online education within developing and
digitally transforming contexts.

Keywords: Online education, online instructor, online student, teaching

competencies.
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The advancement of information and communication technology

has significantly transformed education, giving rise to online and digital
learning. E-learning—also referred to as virtual or web-based learning—
employs digital platforms to deliver instruction remotely, continuing a
tradition of distance education that dates back to correspondence courses
in the 19th century (Carut & Caruth, 2013; Bergman, 2001). With the
emergence of the Internet, online education spread globally and reached
Saudi Arabia in the 1990s. Since then, it has become an integral part of
higher education, with universities reporting massive enrollments in E-
learning programs. The flexibility of online learning has made it
particularly suitable for students balancing work, home responsibilities,
or geographical limitations.

However, despite its growth, online education presents significant
pedagogical and technical challenges. Many educators initially assumed
that face-to-face methods could be directly transferred to online
environments, overlooking the need for new strategies emphasizing
digital communication, interactivity, and learner engagement. Recent
research underscores that online teaching requires distinct competencies,
including digital pedagogy, course design, and facilitation skills (Biber et
al., 2023; Schmidt et al., 2013; Trevisan et al., 2023). These shifts
highlight the need for continuous professional development and
institutional support (Oanh et al., 2023).

Faculty competencies are central to effective online learning.
Instructors must master both subject expertise and technological literacy
while maintaining strong communication with learners. As emphasized

by Yan et al. (2024), successful online educators integrate instructional
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design principles with empathy and responsiveness to sustain student
motivation and persistence. Faculty development programs thus play a
vital role in building these capacities and ensuring teaching quality
(Trevisan et al., 2023).

Globally, online education has experienced rapid institutional
development, supported by expanding digital infrastructure and the
growing acceptance of hybrid learning models. Universities worldwide—
including those in the Middle East—have enhanced their online programs
with new platforms, accreditation frameworks, and quality-assurance
mechanisms (Basahel & Basahel, 2018; SEU, n.d.). Although early
studies identified challenges such as faculty readiness and limited
institutional support, many of these issues have been mitigated through
structured training, digital transformation strategies, and policy innovation
(Khoalenyane & Ajani, 2023). Online education today is evolving toward
more flexible and student-centered ecosystems guided by evidence-based
best practices (Biber et al., 2023; Oanh et al., 2023).

Faculty development continues to be a cornerstone of this
transformation. Many higher-education systems have introduced national
centers, continuous certification, and incentive structures to strengthen
teaching competencies in digital contexts (NELC, n.d.). Such initiatives
demonstrate a sustained international commitment to advancing the
quality of online learning while aligning with broader goals of lifelong
learning and human-capital development (Yan et al., 2024).

Despite these global advances, the literature still reveals a gap in
understanding online teaching competencies from the students’
perspective, which remains a critical yet underrepresented viewpoint

(Khoalenyane & Ajani, 2023). While previous studies often examine
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faculty self-perceptions or administrative frameworks, limited attention
has been paid to how students evaluate instructional effectiveness in
virtual settings. Considering that learner engagement, feedback, and
instructor presence are strong predictors of satisfaction and success
(Biber et al., 2023; Yan et al., 2024), incorporating student voices is
essential for designing meaningful professional-development models.

The present study aims to identify the competencies necessary for
effective online teaching from the perspective of SEU students and to
examine whether these perceptions differ according to gender.
Specifically, the study seeks to answer the following research questions:

What are the perceived competencies required for faculty
members to effectively conduct online classes from the perspectives of
SEU students?

Do SEU students’ perceptions of faculty competencies in online
classes differ based on gender?

Understanding these dynamics can help universities refine
professional development programs, enhance teaching practices, and
strengthen quality-assurance frameworks to ensure alignment with
international standards in online education.

This topic is particularly timely as the higher-education landscape
continues to evolve in the post-COVID-19 era. The pandemic accelerated
digital transformation and demonstrated the long-term value of flexible,
technology-enhanced  learning. Many  universities have  since
institutionalized blended learning and digital credentials, supported by
regulatory bodies such as national e-learning centers that ensure
accreditation and standardization (Ministry of Education, n.d.). As
highlighted by Oanh et al. (2023) and Trevisan et al. (2023), such systemic
Integration marks a paradigm shift in teaching and learning worldwide.
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Ultimately, identifying and nurturing the competencies valued
most by students—such as timely feedback, interactive communication,
and adaptive pedagogy—will enhance teaching effectiveness and
promote sustainable innovation. These competencies not only strengthen
faculty performance but also align with broader educational reforms
emphasizing lifelong learning, digital readiness, and human-capability

development envisioned in national and global education strategies.

Competencies for Online Teaching: Definition, Importance and
Frameworks
In the rapidly evolving landscape of higher education, online

teaching has emerged not only as an alternative mode of delivery but as a
mainstay of academic practice. For instructors to thrive in this
environment, it is essential to understand what competencies are
required, why possessing them matters, and how they are structured. In
this section, | integrate the definition of competencies, their importance
in online teaching, and the actual frameworks of online-teaching
competencies into one cohesive discussion.

Defining Competency in the Online Teaching Context
Competency in the context of online teaching refers to the amalgamation
of knowledge, skills, and attitudes that instructors need to function
effectively in digital learning environments. It is not simply proficiency
with technology; rather, it encompasses pedagogical insight, digital
literacy, facilitation skills, and the capacity to engage learners, design
courses, assess learning outcomes, and manage technological and

administrative demands. In higher-education research, competencies are
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viewed as the “what one can do” in performance situations (e.g.,
designing interactive activities, giving timely feedback, maintaining
presence) rather than solely “what one knows” (Trevisan et al., 2023).
Moreover, recent work emphasises how online instructor roles shift—
from the traditional ‘sage on the stage’ to the ‘guide on the side’—
reflecting a change in mindset as much as skill (Koh & Ling, 2024).
Why Possessing Online Teaching Competencies Matters
The importance of possessing robust online-teaching competencies has
been thrown into stark relief by the COVID-19 pandemic, which
accelerated the shift to virtual delivery and exposed competency gaps
among many instructors (Pham, Pham & Luong, 2024). Without strong
competencies, instructors risk reduced student engagement, lower
satisfaction, and sub-optimal learning outcomes. Conversely, instructors
who skilfully orchestrate digital pedagogy, facilitate active interaction,
provide timely feedback, and design inclusive online experiences
contribute significantly to student success (Tawafak et al., 2023). For
example, Dang (2024) demonstrated a strong positive correlation between
lecturers’ digital competence and student-reported learning value: when
instructors were more competent, students perceived higher learning
gains. Thus, online-teaching competencies are not optional add-ons—they
are foundational to quality teaching in virtual or hybrid formats.
Frameworks and Dimensions of Online Teaching
Competencies Empirical research over the last few years has identified
multiple frameworks that categorize and structure the competencies
required for online teaching. A systematic review by Chaharbashloo,
Talebzadeh, Hosseini Largani & Amirian (2024) identified 106 distinct
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competencies across seven overarching dimensions for higher-education

instructors teaching online. These include:

Technical/technological competence (e.g., mastery of LMS, video
conferencing tools)

Pedagogical/design competence (e.g., course design, aligning
outcomes, creating engaging learning activities)
Facilitation/communication  competence (e.g., moderating
discussions, prompt feedback, online presence)
Social/interpersonal competence (e.g., building community,
supporting diverse learners)

Assessment/evaluation competence (e.g., designing valid online
assessments, using analytics)

Administrative/management  competence (e.g., organizing
modules, tracking participation)

Reflective/professional development competence (e.g., ongoing

Improvement, adapting to emerging technologies)

Another study focusing on instructors in Turkey (Biber, 2022)

found that instructors rated themselves high in pedagogy (M = 4.68) and

technology (M = 4.19) but lower in course administration (M = 3.26).

This underscores that the administrative dimension is often overlooked

or under-developed in faculty preparation (Biber, 2022). Trevisan et al.

(2023) examined factors shaping faculty competencies—internal factors

like motivation and self-efficacy, and external supports like institutional

training and technical infrastructure—and found that these factors
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significantly influence competence development. A more practice-
oriented study by Oanh (2023) developed an “Online Teaching
Competence Framework™ for university lecturers in Vietnam, designed
to guide professional development by pooling local pedagogical
demands with global research findings.

Integrating  Definition, Importance and Competencies
Putting it all together, we can see that competency in online teaching is a
multi-faceted construct bridging what instructors must be able to do (e.g.,
design interactive modules, give timely feedback), be able to know (e.g.,
pedagogical models, digital tools), and be able to adapt (e.g., to new
technologies, diverse student needs). The reason these competencies matter
Is clear: quality online teaching cannot be achieved simply by transplanting
face-to-face practices into a virtual environment; it requires deliberate,
informed, and context-specific competencies (Koh & Ling, 2024). The
frameworks provide structure and clarity for what these competencies entail
and how institutions can support faculty in developing them. As such, for
any higher-education institution aiming to deliver effective online
education, competency development must be central: instructors need to be
trained not just in technology but in pedagogy, facilitation, assessment,
student engagement, and reflective practice.

In summary, competencies for online teaching bring together
definition (“what 1s competency’), importance (“why it matters”), and
frameworks (“what the competencies are”). For instructors to succeed in
online environments, institutions must focus on developing these

competencies via training, support, and ongoing professional growth.
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Methodology

This study is primarily descriptive in nature and utilizes a
guantitative method to answer the research questions; therefore, a survey
technique was determined to be the most appropriate (Borg & Gall,
1989). Gay et al. (2008) referred to descriptive studies as “practical for
investigating a variety of educational problems, and concerned with
measuring perceptions, opinions, demographics, and procedures.”
Creswell (2012) defines survey research designs as “procedures in
quantitative research in which investigators administer a survey to a
sample or to the entire population of people to describe the attitudes,
opinions, behaviors, or characteristics of the population” (p. 376). As
Creswell (2013) explains, a survey design “provides a quantitative or
numeric description of trends, opinions, attitudes, or opinion of a

population by studying a sample of that population” (p. 155).

Population
The target population for this study is the undergraduate students

at the Saudi Electronic University (SEU) in Saudi Arabia, which is
21425 undergraduate students. Tables 1 presents the populations (SEU,
n.d.). The students in the sample vary in terms of gender and academic
disciplines, as they belong to the following 10 bachelor programs as well
as students from Common First Year (Preparatory year):

= The College of Administrative and Financial Sciences.

= The College of Computing and Informatics.

= The College of Health Sciences.

= The College of Science and Theoretical Studies.

Ces)
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Table (1)
Population Characteristics of the Undergraduate Students

Enrolled at the SEU According to their College

Saudi non-Saudi Total

College
Male | Female | Male | Female | Male | Female

College of
Administrative
and Financial

Sciences

College of
Computing and

Informatics

College of
Health

Sciences

College of

Science and
theoretical

studies

Common First

Year

Total

Sample
For this study, the participants were selected randomly using

simple random sampling (probabilistic). There were 244 participant
responses to the survey out of the 800 students who received the
survey—126 participants (52.07%) of the sample were males, and 116

(47.93%) participants were females.

(31D
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Instrument

The survey instrument used in this study to collect the data is a
survey questionnaire that was used in Bigatel et al. (2012). For this
study, written permission was obtained from one of the authors (Dr.
Ragan) to utilize the questionnaire. The purpose of their research was to
identify and categorize the critical competencies for online teaching
success from the perspective of experienced online faculty and
professionals, such as instructional designers, online program managers,
support and technical staff, and administrators.

The authors constructed the instrument based on an extensive
review of the literature and interviews with experienced faculty and staff,
documenting their best practices for online teaching. The sample was
from Penn State university. The authors identified effective practices
associated with behavioral, philosophical, and attitudinal aspects of
teaching online. The authors utilized several analyses to examine the
survey questions. First, they calculated Cronbach’s alpha to assess the
reliability of the survey instrument (alpha = 0.94). In this study, the
researcher examined the reliability of the survey items based on
Cronbach’s Alpha. The Cronbach Alpha value was a = 0.926. This high
number indicated a high reliability, which provides support for the
reliability of the questionnaire content (Liaw et al., 2007, p. 1072). In
this study, | only excluded one item that was related to the Federal
Educational Rights & Privacy Act (FERPA) because it was not related to
the Saudi context.

Data Analysis
For this study, | utilized various statistical methods from SPSS to

analyze the study’s data. For Q1, descriptive statistics of the responses
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from students were conducted to describing the demographic variables.
There were questions regarding the participant’s gender, age group,
college, and the number of times he/she experienced online courses. |
also ran a reliability analysis for the seven competencies/skills that |
focused on in this study using Cronbach’s alpha in the SPSS. A t-test
was used to answer Q2 in order to test whether students’ gender
significantly influences their perspectives on the competencies that must
be possessed by online faculty. The t-tests are used to compare the
means of two groups and identify differences (Field, 2009), thereby
making it an appropriate method for analyzing the gender groups. The
dependent variables for this question were male and female, while the

independent variables were the seven competencies.

General Characteristics of the Sample of Respondents

There were 244 participant responses to the survey out of the 800
targeted sample. The data represent total population samples for each
college. Once the data were imported into the software, the listwise
deletion was used to clean the data. A frequency count was conducted to
determine any missing cases, non-responses, skips, etc. The data was
then cleaned of this errant data and deleted from the data set, thereby
disqualifying them from participating in the study. This reduced the data
down to 226 participant responses. The returned surveys were received
from all participant types (males, females, and different age groups);
therefore, this number of returned and wusable surveys was a

representative sample of the population of this study as shown in table 2
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Table (2)

General Characteristics of the Sample of Respondents

Variables Frequency | Percentage

Gender

Male

Female

Age group

18-20

21-23

23+

College

The College of Administrative and Financial

Sciences

College of Health Sciences

College of Science and Theoretical Studies

College of Computing and Informatics

Not decided yet (Preparatory year)

How many online classes have you taken?

1 7 3.1
2 10 4.4
3 26 11.5
4 a1 18.1
5 58 25.7
6 63 27.9
7+ 21 9.3

Findings
Research Question Q1. What are the competencies for the faculty

member in online classes from the perspectives of SEU students?

Can)
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To answer this question, means and standard deviations were

calculated for each of the 29 items referenced in the survey instrument.

The mean for all items was 5.87 on a Likert scale from 1 (not important)

to 7 (very important) and the standard deviation was (SD = 0.74). A total

of 17 items had a mean higher than the overall average, and 12 had

means lower than the average.

Table (3)

Mean Ratings of Online Teaching Competencies

Competency

Active Teaching

3.2 The instructor provides
clear feedback on
assignments that enhances
the learning experience.

Std.
Deviation

Active Teaching

3.3 The instructor care that
students are learning the
course content.

Active Teaching

3.5 The instructor uses
appropriate strategies to
manage the online
workload.

Active Teaching

3.4 The instructor helps
keep the course
participants on task.

Active Teaching

3.1 The instructor provides
helpful feedback on
assignments that enhances
learning.

Technological
Competence

6.2 The instructor is
confident with the
technology used in the
course.

Policy Enforcement

7.1 The instructor monitors
students’ adherence to
policies on plagiarism.

Multimedia Technology

4.2 The instructor uses
multimedia technologies
that are appropriate for the
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Competency

learning activities.

Std.
Deviation

Policy Enforcement

7.2 The instructor monitors
students’ adherence to
policies and procedures of
academic integrity.

Active Learning

1.10 The instructor shows
respect to students in his
communications with them.

Classroom Decorum

5.4 The instructor identifies
areas of potential conflict
within the course.

Technological
Competence

6.1 The instructor is
proficient with the
technologies used in the
online classroom.

Administration/Leadership

2.4 The instructor
integrates the use of
technology that is
meaningful to students.

Multimedia Technology

4.1 The instructor uses a
variety of multimedia

technologies to achieve
course objectives.

Classroom Decorum

5.3 The instructor can
effectively manage the
course communications by
providing a good model of
expected behavior.

Classroom Decorum

5.2 The instructor resolves
conflicts when they arise in
teamwork assignments.

Administration/Leadership

2.3 The instructor is
proficient in the chosen
course management
system

Administration/Leadership

2.1 The instructor makes
grading visible for student
tracking purposes.

Administration/Leadership

2.2 The instructor clearly
explains expected student
behaviors.
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Std.

Competency Deviation

Active Learning 1.8 The instructor makes
learning activities that help
students construct
solutions.

Classroom Decorum 5.1 The instructor helps
students resolve conflicts
that arise in collaborative
teamwork.
Active Learning 1.5 The instructor provides
opportunities for hands-on
practice so that students
can apply learning.
Active Learning 1.6 The instructor provides
additional resources that
encourage students to go
deeper into the content of
the course.

Active Learning 1.3 The instructor
encourages students to
share their knowledge with
the learning community.

Active Learning 1.7 The instructor
encourages student-
generated content, as
appropriate.
Active Learning 1.4 The instructor
encourages students to
participate in discussion
forums.

Active Learning 1.9 The instructor uses

peer assessment in his

assessment of student
work.

Active Learning 1.2 The instructor includes
group/team assignments,
where appropriate.
Active Learning 1.1 The instructor
encourages students to
inter act with each other by
assigning team tasks and
projects.

(a3)
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The highest-rated item was “the instructor provides clear feedback
on assignments that enhances the learning experience” (M = 6.19, s.d. =
0.995, Table 3). The second high-rated item was “the instructor shows
caring that students are learning the course content” (M = 6.17 and s.d. =
1.04). In third highest-rated item was “the instructor uses appropriate
strategies to manage the online workload, where appropriate” (M = 6.14,
s.d. = 1.02). The fourth highest-rated item was for the two items “the
instructor helps keep the course participants on task” (M = 6.11, s.d.
=1.09). In the fifth place was “the instructor provides helpful feedback
on assignments that enhances learning” (M = 6.10, s.d. = 1.03). These
high-rated items were from the (active teaching) competency, which
focuses on the interaction between instructor and students through
feedback and communication.

The lowest rated item was “the instructor encourages students to
interact with each other by assigning team tasks and projects, where
appropriate” (M = 5.27, s.d. = 1.20). The second lowest-rated item was
“the instructor includes group/team assignments, where appropriate,” (M
= 5.50, s.d. = 1.28). Both items belonged to the first competency—Active
Learning. However, both items still have relatively high means, which
indicates that the survey participants thought all of the items were of
relative importance and needed in the online class. It also should be
considered that the variability is quite low overall. The difference between
the top and the bottom items is less than 1 point on the Likert scale.

When comparing the means organized into competencies in Table
3, the emerging patterns correspond with earlier research on effective

teaching practices. The top five high-rated items are affiliated with the
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active teaching competency, which can be related to various
communication aspects. Behaviors in this competency depend on aspects
of responsiveness and the quality of feedback. The instructor must be
active, visible, and reacting to students in order to support their learning
progress. The competency is also associated with the classroom’s
communication methods and social aspects of the learning experience.

The other five competencies vary in terms of the rating. The
competencies of technological competence, policy enforcement,
multimedia technology, classroom decorum, and administration/leadership
have recorded high means, which indicated a wide range of instructor
practices that are critical for successful course completion.

The active learning competency has occupied the last eight places
in the importance of online teaching competencies. Bigatel et al. (2012)
proposed that active learning is a student-centered teaching and has been
considered a strategy to increase student engagement and motivation by
numerous activities. For example, open-ended and problem-based
questions involve critical thinking, simulations, role play, and team/group
activities. It also includes tasks such as constructing hands-on practice,
student-generated content, team tasks, and peer assessment, which were

mentioned in the literature regarding active learning (Bigatel et al., 2012).

Q2. Do the SEU students’ perspectives of the competencies for
the faculty member in online classes differ due to the students’
gender?

In order to investigate if gender plays a critical role in students’
perspectives, Table 4 presents the results of the independent samples t-

test that was run to answer the question.
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Table (4)

Mean Rating of Competencies by Gender
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The first part of the t-test presented the results of the Levene’s

Test for Equality of Variances. It tests whether the variance of scores the
two groups (male and female) is the same. If the variances for the two

groups are equal (i.e., Sig. > 0.05), the researcher must use
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the output in the Equal variances assumed row. However, if the
variances for the two groups are significantly different (i.e., Sig. < 0.05),
the researcher must use the output in the Equal variances not
assumed row. In this case the Sig values were equal and less than .05. Thus,
the variances of the two groups were not equal, and therefore the output in
the Equal variances not assumed row must be used (Pallant, 2007).

The t-test revealed a significant difference between males and
females in all the seven competencies. The t-test revealed a difference in
the p < 0.05 level of significance between males and females for six of
the seven competencies; active learning (p = 0.017);
administration/leadership (p = 0.002), active teaching (p = 0.028),
classroom decorum (p = 0.023), technical competencies (p = 0.002), and
policy enforcement (p = 0.024). While there was no significant
difference between males and females in the fourth competency
(multimedia technology) p = 0.072, the table shows that the means for
males were higher than the means for females. Male participants
ascribed more importance to these competencies in online classroom
than females.

The results demonstrate a consensus of communication and
interpersonal skills as essential competencies to online teaching success.
This suggests that communication in the online learning environment is
perceived as very important, which is aligned with previously published
research that utilized the same instrument (Bigatel et al., 2012). Recent
studies have reaffirmed this finding, emphasizing that communication
remains a critical competency in distance and digital teaching
environments (Massouti, 2023; Sukardi, Wastawa, & Mantra, 2025;
Dello Stritto & Aguiar, 2024). For instance, interpersonal
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communication and teacher—student interaction are identified as strong
predictors of effective online teaching and meaningful learning
experiences (Zhang et al., 2024; Koh, 2024). It is encouraging to have an
agreement on what constitutes necessary teaching competencies that can
result in successful online teaching.

Further, a study conducted by The National Center for E-Learning
(O'Keefe et al., 2020) has shown consistency in participants’ responses
where communication emerged as a strong trend from the perceptions of
all stakeholder groups. Similarly, recent global analyses have also
confirmed that strong communication competencies enhance online
learning engagement and performance across various contexts
(Massouti, 2023; Sukardi et al., 2025).

The results for Q2 revealed that males and females were different
in terms of their perceptions in six out of seven online competencies.
These results are consistent with what previous research has found that
males and females have different perceptions of online education (Zhao
& Mei, 2016; Chang et al., 2014; Xu & Columbia University, 2013; Tsai
& Tsai, 2010). More recent findings confirm this gendered distinction,
indicating that female learners tend to display higher satisfaction,
motivation, and self-regulated learning behaviors in online environments
(Li et al., 2021; Yu & Deng, 2022; Getenet, 2024). To illustrate, a few
earlier studies reported that there were somewhat more positive attitudes
from females than males in e-learning (Albert & Johnson, 2011; Ashong
& Commander, 2012; Cuadrado-Garcia et al., 2010; Zhao & Mei, 2016).
Rovai and Baker (2005) reported that female students tend to find online
learning more social and beneficial than male students do. The study

found that females present higher satisfaction than male students with
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online learning (Gonzalez-Gomez et al., 2012). These results are
consistent with previous research that confirms that females are more
communication-oriented in an online environment and seek interaction
with others (Tsai & Tsai, 2010). Gonzalez-Gomez et al. (2012) further
report that females display a higher degree of satisfaction with online
learning. Furthermore, newer meta-analyses indicate that although global
differences are small, females in certain regions (e.g., Spain and the UK)
maintain more positive attitudes toward online learning, while males
report greater digital confidence (Yu & Deng, 2022; Shan et al., 2025).

However, prior studies also indicated that males were more
comfortable with and interested in computers than females. They also
showed higher self-efficacy and experience in using the Internet than
females. This result was also confirmed by Tsai and Tsai (2010), who
found that male participants are largely more efficient with computers
than females and that males have substantially higher internet use than
females. Recent evidence suggests that while this digital divide still
exists, the gap is gradually narrowing as online instruction becomes
more accessible and inclusive (Getenet, 2024; Shan et al., 2025).

Conclusion

This study attempts to contribute to the literature, particularly in
the Saudi context, by identifying faculty competencies in online classes
from the perspectives of students. A quantitative study among
undergraduate students in the SEU was employed to determine the
requisite competencies for the online environment. The study also aimed
to identify any difference in students’ perspectives due to gender. The
findings indicated a difference between males and females in six out of
the seven competencies. This study has opened the door for future
research on online teaching field.
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