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Abstract

COVID 19 has raised a challenge for the education and learning
environment of special children in Saudi Arabia, Northern Region. This
paper aims to analyze all the challenges which have a significant impact
on the teaching method for children with disability. The research was
carried out on a qualitative design. Several stages of the investigation
were carried out which included a detailed survey of literature and the
special education environment in Saudi Arabia. Interviews were
conducted with 15 teachers to learn about online learning and restriction
imposed during the global pandemic Sampling was carried out based on
age, gender, and years of experience. The result showed that shutdown
periods were more challenging for students as special education required
a lead towards physical responses and the online mode was not suited in
Saudi Arabia. It was found that the education infrastructure of the
country also had a weak for educational professionals. The study showed
that teacher inputs are essential in special education and online mode of
education cannot satisfy the requirement of children with disabilities.

Keywords: Challenge and Online Learning, Intellectual disability, COVID 19,
Saudi Arabia, Qualitative, Teachers.
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Introduction

For children with intellectual disability, the development and
maintenance of regular routine is a critical element for effective learning
(Harris, 2006). Consistent with this, teachers who teach such children
have used various techniques to establish routine and familiarity with the
learning environment for their students (Troia & Graham, 2002; Harris,
2006; de Wit et al., 2015). However, with the occurrence of the
COVID19 pandemic, school systems from across the world experienced
considerable disruption. At the beginning of the crisis, many school
systems closed access to in-person classes and began to implement
transitionary protocols to online learning (UNESCO, 2020). This
includes classrooms that cater to children with intellectual disability,
effectively terminating the existing routine that students and teachers
relied on to help ensure effective learning for these students. Following
the end of the school year, school systems were provided with more time
to plan for the succeeding year with the knowledge that the pandemic
will continue to hinder face-to-face instruction (Terada, 2020). As such,
many took efforts to establish fully online learning environments for
students in succeeding school year. This includes providing teachers with
necessary training with various aspects of online instruction, such as the
use of various technologies and a mixture of synchronous and
asynchronous teaching strategies (Terada, 2020). Amidst all of this,
teachers who cater to students with intellectual disability are presented
with the added challenge of re-establishing the necessary routine and
familiarity with the learning environment for their students. This is the
focus of this study. Taking the perspective of the teacher, this study
embarks on the discovery of the challenges that they experienced in
adapting to the new teaching and learning environment and helping their
students with intellectual disabilities do the same. Two settings are
considered and compared: the immediate transition to an online
environment following the abrupt closure of schools and the refinement
of the transition that occurred during the summer break and implemented
in the current school year.
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Children with Disability

Saudi Arabia had no specific facility for special children before
1958. Parents were responsible for children's education and the state was
not interested to focus on special education of children. The system of
Saudi Arabia represented a different policy for special education as
compared to America and Europe. In the start, special education was
delivered in a normal style. However, after some time the schools were
separated from mainstream education and create a divergence with the
international education system (Al-Mousa, 2010a).

In 1960, the first institute for special education was built in
Riyadh, known as Al-Noor institute, for the blind children. Many other
educational institutions were founded regarding children who had
disabilities. Schools were founded for mentally retarded and deaf
children. The main objective was to offer educational and rehabilitation
services to children who had impairments and were not included in
government support. It included all children with intellectual disability
and cases of impaired hearing (Afeafe, 2000).

Government policy and focus on special education helped to
gather specific attention in the educational sector of Saudi Arabia. The
number of institutes started to increase in-country and a great deal of
government focus was on children's education and rehabilitation
programs. Moreover, the special education model was applied to public
schools (Al-Mousa, 1999). Saudi Arabia adopted a non-conventional
approach to implementing special education in mainstream schools.

The early decision taken by government of Saudi Arabia helped to
modify the quality of special education imparted to people with severe
and moderate disabilities (Alquraini, 2011). Saudi Arabia also showed
full commitment to the UN convention which protected the interest of
special children and needs in society. One of the main highlights for
Saudi Arabia is based on the inclusion policy which helped to link
special education in mainstream educational schools (Owusu-Bempah,
2012).

In Saudi Arabia, the placement of exceptional children falls under
two categories. First category base on special education institutes which
are designed to include student’s initial levels of disabilities. The
category included all students from mild and moderate disability (Al-
Mousa, 2010a).
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The second category shows students who have mild disabilities
which can be included in regular school with small arrangements. It may
include resource programs and follow up assistance from the teacher for
the selected student (Al-Mousa, 2010a). Code of provision article 2
provides clear information about special education and needs in Saudi
Arabia. According to the article, the government has the responsibility to
guarantee an education to students and it covers all phases of education
which can include either vocational or higher education.

Education Settings

The education setting is divided into classifications. Students which
have a mild and moderate type of disability receive an education in a
typical classroom which is known as source rooms. Moreover, student
participates in an education curriculum with some accommodations.
Separate classrooms remain valid for children who have mild and
moderate type of cognitive disabilities because they cannot adjust to a
normal environment. However, students are allowed to share time during
recess and lunch periods for non-curricular activities. The school
provides a special focus on curriculum which is different as compared to
mainstream education and public schools. Students who show signs of
disability, attend school from 6 years to 13 or 14 years and middle
schools reach the age of 18. However many of the students have no
access to vocational training after middle and elementary school (Al-
Ajmi, 2006). The main purpose of the education center is to provide
vocational training that would generate better employment skills
(Ministry of Health Care, 2010). The challenge for employers is to create
a major issue for general education settings.

Another classification is based on students who have severe
disabilities. According to the education ministry of Saudi Arabia (2008),
a major percentage, 96% of students have multiple kinds of disabilities
and most of them are severe. The data was recorded for 2007-08.
Students with severe disabilities normally remain in separate education
environments which inhibit the chances of social communication. The
special education centers provide food, financial aid, and residence to
children. Families are also not allowed to meet the children as higher
distances are present between schools and families permanent residence.

An important issue with disable students is the individual education
program (IEP) which is modified for each curriculum of the school. The
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IEP program often has lapses in terms of individual needs because it is
designed based on the general syllabus. However, disable students need
specific guidance for special education. Private institutes also lack the
required professionals to develop the IEP program. It requires the need
for a physical and occupational therapist in special schools who can
identify the children's needs and develop communication with disabled
students. Some public schools have services related to mild and moderate
disability groups. The segregated setting for disabled students sometimes
fails to justify the need of each individual and children are not included
in the mainstream public. However many reasons are present for
segregated education settings which can include insufficient training
present in public schools. It is also often feared that disable students may
harm or endanger other students in the normal population. A separate
theory is present for special education and children with disabilities and
it cannot be related to normal educational settings (Al-Faiz, 2006, p. 21).

COVID19 and its impact on Education

COVID19 is a highly infectious, respiratory disease that spread into
a pandemic during the first quarter of 2020 (European Center for Disease
Control). There have been about 35 million reported cases and over 1
million deaths from across 188 countries due to this disease (Johns
Hopkins University). However, the impact of COVID19 extends well
beyond the field of healthcare, as it has also led to the shutting down of
various national economies and the closure of many social services, one
of which is education. According to UNESCO (2020), 22 countries in
across three continents have enforced closure of schools across all levels
in early March as part of their response to slowing down the spread of
COVID19, immediately impacting 290.5 million students. This rapidly
increased to include more countries and by the end of the month, over
90% of students all over the world were out of class (UNESCO, 2020).
Schleicher (2020) detailed the various impacts that these events had and
continue to have on school systems across the world. First, there was
immediate loss of instructional time during the abrupt school closures
that happened during the first quarter of 2020 (Schleicher, 2020). School
systems had to switch to digital delivery of content, and this had very
variable outcomes in different countries, with some having sufficient
resources to quickly adapt to the change while others struggled
significantly and may have been unable to effectively deliver content to
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the student body (Schleicher, 2020). More importantly, Schleicher
(2020) discussed the challenges that faced school systems following the
conclusion of the 2019-2020 school year. While some schools planned
for reopening, many more planned to deliver content completely online
for the succeeding school year. This presented a host of challenges, such
as ensuring that students and teachers had sufficient technological
equipment and internet access, providing effective training for teachers
and orientation for students in using the new, fully online platform, and
making various decisions in relation to synchronicity of content delivery,
student feedback systems, and validity of student evaluations
(Schleicher, 2020). Amidst all of this, emergent studies are showing that
changes to students’ daily activities and habits brought about by
measures taken by school systems to protect against the spread of
COVID19 are having significant impacts on their academic and mental
well-being (Terada, 2020). According to studies reviewed by Terada
(2020), there is an expected decline of as much as 34% in learning gains
for students in reading and 56% in mathematics. This means that they
expect students to learn much less in this school year than previous
students in the same grade levels had learned in prior school years. It was
also found that many students felt that they were receiving inadequate
support from the school system to ensure that they are able to transition
effectively in an online setting (Terada, 2020). In addition to this,
Golberstein et al. (2020) found that the school closures and transition to
online settings heavily impacted students who were relying on the school
system to provide them with in-person mental healthcare services such as
counseling services. The shift to a fully online system was also reported
to itself have negative impacts on students’ mental health as they
struggle to adjust to the demands of this new system (Golberstein et al.,
2020).

Teacher Development during COVID19 and Students with
Intellectual Disabilities

Various studies emphasize the critical significance of sufficient
teacher training and orientation in the midst of COVID19 and the start of
the new school year (Crawford & Butler-Henderson, 2020; Terada, 2020;
Allen et al., 2020; Kim, 2020). As the lead in a classroom, the teacher is
responsible for setting the tone of the environment, and must appear
confident and ready to take charge of the class (Kim, 2020). However,
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many teachers are as new to the virtual learning setting as their students,
which is at the core of the challenges that emerged from in-person
classrooms closing due to COVID19 (Kim, 2020; Allen et al., 2020).
Moreover, the training that teachers have received until recently have all
focused on in-person environments (Allen et al., 2020). As such, many
teachers across the world have been given the responsibility of learning a
host of new knowledge and skills related to teaching effectively in virtual
environments within a short period of time (Allen et al., 2020).

These issues become even more challenging when placed in the
context of teachers who teach students with intellectual disabilities.
Students with intellectual disabilities have very different instructional
needs from those who do not have such disabilities and while it is
possible to cater to those students in a mixed classroom environment, a
significant part of what makes this work is the fact that the teacher is
there and is able to observe such students and how they react to content
as it is delivered (Harris, 2006). Harris (2006) discussed the importance
of teachers’ reactions to how students with intellectual disabilities
respond to learning material. It is critical for teachers to be able to spot
when the student has a reaction, whether positive or negative, and
immediately address the situation by either reinforcing positive reactions
or mitigating negative ones (Harris, 2006). In the context of virtual
learning, being able to spot such reactions cannot be expected to be as
straightforward. This is exacerbated by the issue of some intellectual
disabilities keeping students from being able to maintain concentration
on a learning activity (Harris, 2006). In a face-to-face environment, the
teacher can address this issue by shifting the students’ attention on
another task. While this can also be done in a virtual setting, training on
the use of various technologies are necessary for the teacher to be able to
implement it effectively. These challenges show that the shift to a virtual
setting has a significant impact particularly on the dynamics of teaching
for those who teach students with intellectual disabilities. As such, it is
worthwhile to examine the lived experiences of those teachers which is
the gap in literature that this study addresses.
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Methodology
Design

This study employs a qualitative design based on the
phenomenological approach. In a phenomenological study, the focus of
the study is to examine the experiences of a population with a specific
phenomenon (Groenewald, 2004; Farina, 2014). The goal of a
phenomenological study is to capture a complete picture of how different
people in that population experience the phenomenon; how they see and
cope with challenges brought about by it and how they feel it impacts
specific aspects of their lives. In particular, the phenomenon of interest in
this study is the shift to virtual learning settings brought about by
COVID-19 while the population of interest are teachers who teach
students with intellectual disabilities. This completely frames the context
of this research.

Sampling and Recruitment

As part of the qualitative design, the focus of sampling is not on
obtaining a statistically representative subset of the population of
interest, but to obtain a practically representative subset, including
people with potentially different experiences in order to capture a
complete range of the available data (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). As
such, purposive sampling is selected for this study. Through the Ministry
of Education, registered teachers who teach students with intellectual
disabilities are identified. Invitations to participate in the study are sent to
these teachers. It is ensured that teachers with potential diverse array of
experiences are invited based on years teaching, gender, age, type of
school where they teach, and region. Teachers who agree to participate
will be contacted to arrange a schedule for data gathering via virtual
interview.

Data Collection

In line with a qualitative design, a semi-structured interview is
selected as the data gathering method. In a semi-structured interview,
core questions are formulated which serve as the major branches of
discussion in the interview (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). After each core
question, follow-up questions may be asked in order to clarify, expound
upon, or branch out from the interviewee’s initial response. Once a core
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question has been explored sufficiently, the interviewer can proceed to
asking the next core question and repeating the process.
The core questions for this study were formulated as follows:
1.) What were your experiences with fulfilling your teaching
responsibilities after schools shut down last March?
2.) What were your experiences in preparing for teaching during the
summer for the next school year?
3.) What are your experiences in teaching during this school year?
4.) What specific issues do you face in teaching students with
intellectual disabilities in an online setting?
5.) How do you address these issues?
6.) What do you believe are things that can be done to improve the
status quo?
7.) What is your recommendation?

Results and Discussion

A total of 15 participants were recruited for the study. The participants
come from 7 different public schools across the Northern region in Saudi
Arabia. Ten of the participants are male and 5 are female. Their teaching
experiences range from less than 2 years to over 20 years. This shows the
diversity of the sample selected for the study. Reference to statements
made by participants during their interviews are labeled numerically (P1
to P15). See the table below:

Participants | Gender | Age | Years of experience
P1 M 31 8
P2 M 37 14
P3 F 26 3
P4 M 41 18
P5 M 33 10
P6 M 33 10
P7 M 48 25
P8 F 35 12
P9 F 27 4

P10 M 30 7
P11 M 35 12
P12 F 33 10
P13 M 26 3
P14 F 29 6
P15 M 35 12
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Experiences during the shutdown

All of the participants agreed that the shutdown last March was
“challenging.” This is reflected by statements such as:

“It was a very difficult time.” P3

“Tough, that’s one word to describe it.” P11

“I don’t think I’ve ever experienced anything as difficult in my very
long career.” P7

Another theme that was drawn to add better context to why the
phenomenon was challenging was “unexpected.” Most of the participants
expressed that what made the situation so difficult was that they did not
think that it would actually happen that the country would shutdown the
public school system and push everything online.

“Who could have known that they would do it? One day,
everything was fine and the next, everything was not.” P1

“I remember the day that we were told what was going to happen. |
thought to myself: what do I do now?” P7

“Maybe if everything was not so sudden, we could have done a
much better job.” P2

“If they said during December than we would be doing this in
March, then I think by March it would have been much easier. However,
that’s not what happened.” P11

In terms of what they were doing during the shutdown, the major
theme was unsurprisingly, “learning to do virtual learning.” While all of
the participants have experience with computers and using the internet
and at least some have engaged in virtual learning either as a student or
as a teacher, the general perspective was that they had much to learn
about actually running a virtual classroom on a regular basis.

“I struggled with everything. From setting up my workspace to
figuring out how all of the features on our blackboard worked.” P5

“It was difficult. I was able to manage but there was so many things
to learn in so little time, and | had to make sure to learn it quickly so |
can then help my students and their parents with it.” P12

“Even at my age, I consider myself to be good with computers.
However, there is a big difference between knowing how to use a
computer and working fulltime on a computer. | was not prepared for the
latter.” P8.
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Preparing for the next school year

With regard to preparing for the succeeding school year following
the closure, the participants generally discussed how considerable steps
were taken by their respective schools in order to ensure that they were
better equipped to handle the new school year. One dominant theme that
was identified was “training.”

“We had to undergo a number of trainings. All of them necessary.”
P3

“We did a lot of things during the summer to get us ready for the
next year.” P1

“I think I was attending training program after training program
throughout the vacation. It did not seem like a vacation at all” P15

In addition, a minor theme identified was “independent study.” At
least some of the participants decided to augment the training they were
being provided with more effort.

“There were trainings, but I also went and practiced the new
environment myself. | asked my kids to be my ‘students’ and they would
be in one room | would be in another, and | would hold a short class for
them.” P8

“More than the trainings, I would read a lot about what to expect in
a virtual class, how to do it properly. I watched videos of other people
doing it and I learned more from those as well.” P13.

“ We need extra training focusing on how to deal with these
programs for the student with Intellectual disabilities,” P6, P9 and P10.

Experiences during the current school year

For the ongoing school year, a dominant theme that was identified
from the responses was “better prepared.” A large majority of the
participants expressed that they feel ready to handle a virtual teaching
environment and have received enough preparation and orientation on it.

“It is much better now than before. I feel more in control; I can give
my students more” P7

“Things are going smoothly. I know what to do now and so | am
also able to let me students know what to do accurately” P2

Another important issue that came up was how the teachers needed
to split their attention between preparing online materials and meeting
their students for 2 hours a week in person. With regard to this, one
theme that emerged was “time consuming”
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“While we are mostly home now, it actually feels like there is much
more to do. | have to prepare my online materials, but I also have to go to
class. So, it seems harder, but I think I can do i1t.” P4

“Definitely busier now than before. What | need to do when | meet
them in person is more or less the same as before, but now there are all
these online things that | have to do as well. Sometimes | do feel
overwhelmed” P14

Another concern that came up is with regard to the virus itself.
Some participants expressed concern that while children are less affected
by the virus, they can still be carriers of it and while the schools have
implemented means to help ensure safety while in-person classes are
ongoing, one theme that was expressed by the participants was “concern
for safety.” However, at the same time, participants also expressed
“dedication to the profession” as a theme, indicating that they are willing
to continue with the in-person meetings despite the perceived risk.

“I’m not a doctor so I don’t know for sure, but I do think about it.
Sometimes | feel concerned, but I have a job to do and I will do that job.”
P8

“I’m old so I know I am vulnerable, but I am also a teacher and it is
what makes me, me. So I will continue teaching them.” P7.

Conclusion

This study sought to explore the challenges experienced by teachers
of children with intellectual disabilities during the COVID19 pandemic.
Using a phenomenological qualitative design, the study examined three
different stages of the phenomenon. These were during the time when the
schools were shutdown, the succeeding summer break when the schools
started preparing for the new school year in light of the restrictions
imposed due to the pandemic, and during the current school year when
virtual learning environments were implemented. From interviews
conducted with 15 teachers, it was found that the most challenging
period was during the shutdown; it was a time when the teachers felt
underprepared, and had to struggle against the dual-issue of learning how
to use virtual education technology and how to be able to properly
convey this learning to their students. However, during the summer
break, teachers reported embarking on various training and orientation
that they believe were critical in adequately preparing them for the new
school year. Their respective schools took the necessary effort to ensure
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that both the teachers’ and their students’ needs to can properly
accommodated and teachers would be ready to teach in mostly online
environments. This is also evident in the teachers’ inputs about the
current school year. While the challenge of additional workload and
concerns about the pandemic still exist, teachers feel that they are much
better equipped to serve their students’ needs, and expressed renewed
dedication to their vocation. The study recommends that the teachers
should have extra training to deal with their student with Intellectual
Disabilities.
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