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ABSTRACT

Background: The emergence and use of e-learning in education
have been one of the most important achievements of higher
education which can solve many of the problems of this system, and
addressing the challenges of e-learning are one of the concerns and
problems of our society. The purpose of this study was to explore
the students’ experience of e-learning challenges at the Virtual
School of Shiraz University of Medical Sciences (SUMS).
Methods: The research design was qualitative with the
phenomenological method. Potential participants included students
from Virtual School of SUMS. 10 students were selected using a
purposive sampling method with a standard technique. The data
collection method consisted of a semi-structured interview. After
coding the data using thematic analysis method, basic, organizing,
and inclusive themes were extracted.

Results: Results classified the challenges of e-learning at the Virtual
School of SUMS into six general categories which are as follows:
13 educational challenges, including the extensive amount of context
in the courses as well as a large number of modules, disregarding
the educational prerequisites of the field, failure of professors to
accompany students at the early stages of the projects, etc.; 10
organizational challenges including non-diversification of e-learning
courses, high availability of online academic staff due to lack of
e-learning experience, 9 ethical challenges such as lack of appropriate
culture for applying this discipline, negative perception towards
e-learning, 8 technical challenges including low speed of internet,
shortage of physical spaces in e-learning, 5 supportive challenges such
as lack of facilities, lack of permission to use the university canteen,
5 evaluation challenges such as mandatory in-person exams in
e-learning courses, not allocating a reasonable proportion of the final
mark to in-person exams, 3 managerial challenges such as inefficiency
of the educational content, rejection of students by the head of virtual
faculty due to lack of time and lastly, 2 communicational challenges
such as lack of interaction with academic staff and classmates as well
as lack of face-to-face communication.

Conclusion: Understanding the challenges and obstacles of
establishing e-learning in Iran’s higher education and providing
practical solutions for them, developing this type of education and,
as a result, the excellence of Iran’s educational system.
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Introduction

Changes occurring in information
technology have caused individuals,
regardless of their geographical location, to
learn beyond usual time and space restrictions
through facilities specified by themselves.
The advancement of technology has led
to the emergence of using newer tools for
transferring knowledge at the community
level. Subsequently, the emergence of Internet
and its development led to development of
education which in turn, led to virtual learning
being considered after distance learning.
Over the last few years, virtual education has
made significant progress all over the world.
Our country is not an exception and certain
topics have been raised, such as setting up
virtual learning courses, virtual university
formation, and electronic content production.
The introduction of these new technologies
into the field of education has changed the
teaching and learning process (1). Due to these
changes which are rapidly moving forward
in learning and teaching environments, the
implementation of virtual education has
been proposed as a major need to provide
new services and technologies in the field
of teaching and learning (2). Therefore, the
use of this new technology in teaching and
learning has been suggested as an alternative
or complementary to the traditional learning.
Also, advancement of higher education with
the help of these technologies has become
one of the most important aspects in the
management of virtual universities (3).

Virtual education provides the opportunity
of learning for each individual at any time
and creates a new paradigm (4). Due to its
widespread application at higher education
levels, e-learning has provided access to
resources at any time and place for the majority
of people in the community. Khan considers
three characteristics of the e-learning system
as flexibility, distribution in each location,
and openness (5).

Despite all the benefits of using e-learning,
its implementation will result in a series of
problems in the educational system. In this
way, the continuous separation of e-learning

from the real environment will undoubtedly
cause problems in the identity and personality
of the learners. Lack of interaction in this type
of space is one of the main constraints. Indeed,
in this type of education, comprehensive and
inclusive assistance is lost, and in some way,
the principle of independence is questioned
(6). On the other hand, (7) believe that
e-learning will not be suitable for any type
of education.

In a situation where our educational system
cannot provide a ground for all students with
low and high motivation, the implementation
of e-learning as a new method may cause a
series of issues which have been proposed
as the main challenges of e-learning. It
is, therefore, imperative and inevitable to
identify and investigate these issues. Many
studies have focused on these issues and other
challenges faced by e-learning in different
countries, including Iran. Results of these
studies have categorized these challenges into
anumber of groups. Among these studies are
(8) and (9) showing that despite the advantages
of virtual education in the development of
educational system, the implementation of
this project at universities has always been
accompanied by barriers and problems. The
inadequacy of skilled and trained staff and
lack of financial and physical resources to
equip smart universities with computer
systems and the required equipment are the
main problems in the development of such
universities. Moreover, results of studies
conducted by (10) and (11) indicated that
the most important issues and obstacles
are the organizational structures within the
educational system, the culture, the ability
to use the tools and facilities, environmental
conditions and more importantly, the public
perception about this phenomenon.

To date, many studies have been conducted
on e-learning. However, there is no research
investigating the challenges from the
students’ point of view at the Virtual School
of SUMS. Nevertheless, there are a few
studies conducted on e-learning and its related
challenges (1, 12-21) in some universities and
higher education institutes, such as (22-25).
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Given the above, this study aims to
investigate the challenges of e-learning from
the students’ point of view at the Virtual
School of SUMS. This is due to the fact that
success of virtual education is based on the
recognition of these challenges, since these
challenges are closely related and ignoring
one of them would affect the general path of
e-learning process.

Methods

Research method: Considering the
general purpose of this research which
investigates the experience of e-learning
challenges by students at the Virtual School
of SUMS, the research was carried out using
a qualitative phenomenological-descriptive
method.

Potential participants and inclusion
criteria: Potential participants in this study
include all the graduate students (master
degree) of Virtual School of SUMS (N = 26)
who have already completed their courses and
are working on their thesis in the second year.
The study included 26 students of the Virtual
School of SUMS. Using purposive sampling
approach to theoretically saturate the data, 10
of them were selected as key participants to
explore the students’ experience of e-learning
challenges at the Virtual School of SUMS.
The participants were selected on the basis
of theoretical saturation. In other words,
selection of participants continued until no
new information was added to the previous
information. Since participants in this study
were the first students of the E-Learning
Medical program, the inclusion criteria were
set as being admitted in the first program and
the participants’ agreement to collaborate
with this study.

Data Collection: Data was collected
through a semi-structured interview with the
participants. Accordingly, interviews were
conducted with students of the Virtual School
of SUMS who had sufficient experience of
e-learning. The approximate time of each
interview was 30 to 60 minutes. Overall, the
interviews lasted about a month and a half,
from May 2017 to the end of June 2017. The
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interviews were then written and prepared
for analysis.

Data analysis: The analysis of the data
obtained from the interviews was performed
using the thematic analysis method.
Accordingly, students who had sufficient
experience of e-learning were interviewed.
In the next step, interview notes for each
interview were carefully studied to identify
all independent ideas in the form of basic
themes; then, a dedicated code was assigned
to each of them as a marker. Next, based on
all the basic themes identified in the entire
research, a more general categorization
was defined which led to the identification
of organizing themes, and eventually these
themes were categorized as inclusive themes.

Data Validation: In order to achieve the
accuracy of the study, validity and reliability
criteria were considered and used (26). To
achieve this, data triangulation technique
was applied. This is one of seven approaches
to Qualitative Data Analysis Triangulation
whose intention is to validate data derived
from interviews using theoretical backgrounds
and empirical research (42). The participants’
comments, as well as the close and constant
participation and interaction of them in the
interpretation process, clarified the steps and
processes to make it easier to understand and
ensured the validity and accuracy of the study.

Results

In this research, first the conducted
interviews were analyzed and interpreted, and
preliminary meaningful codes were extracted
in the form of 42 basic themes. The codes
and basic themes extracted from these groups
were analyzed and initial semantic codes were
extracted. In the second phase, by combining
the sum of key themes in the same categories,
eight organizing themes were identified that
included educational challenges, management
challenges, technological challenges, support
challenges, communication design challenges,
ethical challenges, evaluation challenges, and
institutional or organizational challenges.
Finally, these themes were included in SUMS
as a comprehensive theme under the title of
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“Challenges of E-Learning”.

To wvalidate this model, qualitative
validation criteria such as acceptability
(methods of alignment and self-reflection
of the researcher) and reliability (method
of accurate guidance of the interview and
using the members of dissertation committee
for evaluation and implementation of the
interview program) were used. Moreover,
the consistent results showed that the themes

derived from the subject analysis method are
consistent with the theoretical and research
foundations. At this point, using the data
alignment technique alongside previous
theoretical and empirical evidence were
aligned with the extracted themes of the
educational challenges in the Virtual School
of SUMS (Table 1). It should be noted that due
to alignment of many theoretical foundations
and research background with the themes

Table 1: Inclusive theme, organizing and basic concepts, accreditation and evidence of qualitative

data of the research
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found in the qualitative analysis, the validity
and reliability of the findings are confirmed.

Discussion and Conclusion

The first challenge was the educational
challenge. The findings of this research are
confirmed by studies conducted by (21, 22,
35, 36). Accordingly, it can be said that SUMS
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faces educational issues regarding e-learning
that should be addressed or improved.
Educational issues may make challenges for
students in analyzing the content, purpose,
media, organizing learning materials and
other educational materials and reduce their
learning quality (35). This fact goes back
to the same training challenges mentioned
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above, including the lack of specialization in
lessons and the lack of attention to educational
prerequisites for students in this field.

The second challenge faced by students
at the Virtual School of SUMS was
organizational challenges. Findings of
studies conducted by (20, 21, 35, 38) confirm
this finding. These issues suggest a lack of
attention to organizational issues as one of
the important factors while prioritizing the
factors affecting e-learning (35). This requires
attention in the agenda of the university, since
failure in eliminating them may hold the
quality of these programs below the optimal
level. Another part is the interference between
the class and working hours which may
undermine the nature of virtual education and
entry conditions. Since one of the conditions
for students admitted to these programs is
having employment, this interference in
hours will prevent their effective participation
in online classes, and much more in off-line
ones. It makes it impossible to study and
work simultaneously. (38) also argued that
this kind of challenge could overwhelm the
acceptance of technology and make problems
for e-learning programs.

The third challenge involved ethical
issues. The related findings of our research
were consistent with those of (19, 24, 38).
Based on the results, it should be stated that
the Virtual School of SUMS has failed in
satisfying some of the e-learning needs of
students in this field. These may include
non-recognition of the Virtual Faculty’s
certificates by the recruitment tests that
SUMS may face. This problem affects
students who are concerned about the future
of this type of higher education. Also, lack
of attention of the system and professors to
the cultural diversity indicated that SUMS
has not been fully successful in addressing
the cultural and localization factors which
are the nature of e-learning (20). The nature
of virtual education requires that individuals
be able to participate in the programs in a
more flexible way in terms of time, culture,
geography and digital tools compared to
in-person education. The fourth challenge

faced by students at the virtual faculty of
SUMS was technological (infrastructure).
The concerning findings were consistent
with those of (21, 41). Low bandwidth was
one of the main infrastructural challenges
at SUMS during the semester. This will
lead to incomplete sessions and classes.
Lack of advanced equipment expressed by
students refers to software and hardware
issues which is not well-suited for the
virtual medical education. It also refers
to library resources as well as the access
to databases that indicate the need for
more attention to the content management
system (21). However, according to (42),
not all the infrastructure and technology
problems are related to equipment. In turn,
absence of specialists and experts gives
way to these issues. Therefore, it could be
said that technological and infrastructural
challenges reflect the need for a serious
consideration of e-learning in the Virtual
School of SUMS. Moreover, findings about
the support challenges confirmed this results
in the research conducted by (13, 20, 41).
These findings indicate the inappropriate
delivery of support services to participants.
This, according to (41), may cause serious
problems in setting up e-learning in Medical
Sciences and change its distance-learning
nature. (13) has also emphasized on them.
This issue shows that making an appropriate
and worthwhile environment for e-learning
involves several factors, including support,
which in the Virtual School of SUMS
requires special attention as a prerequisite
for successful completion of the program.
The sixth challenge, also called the
evaluation challenges, was consistent with
the findings of (27, 37). This demonstrates
the lack of proportionality from the viewpoint
of students at the Virtual School of SUMS
and suggests that the organization and
professors have not been able to apply the
evaluation skills in the light of electronic
evaluation culture. Similarly, (37) emphasize
the importance of this point. The seventh
challenge experienced by the students of the
Virtual School of SUMS was the management

Interdiscip J Virtual Learn Med Sci 2019, Vol. 10, No. 3



Shafiei Sarvestani M et al.

Students’ Experiences of E-Learning Challenges ...

challenges which were consistent with studies
done by (13, 21, 30, 33, 42). The existence of
such challenges in the virtual education of
the Virtual School of SUMS, based on the
students’ viewpoints, may cause problems
for other parts of the virtual system as well.
A part of this indicates lack of experienced
directors to manage the e-learning system
and allocate funds, which will in turn lead
to weak support (42). Although this issue
may also be due to nascence of the program
in some cases, lack of effective support will
make it harder for the development of virtual
education at SUMS (21, 33).

Considering the fact that present study
aimed at explaining the educational
challenges of the Virtual School of SUMS,
each different view and criticism will help
recognizing other aspects of the problem and
a deeper understanding of the subject. This
will necessarily result in a greater recognition
of the challenge and obstacles in deploying
e-learning in Iran’s educational system and
will eventually develop e-learning in the
said system. It is hoped that other scholars
with new ideas regarding “E-learning
Challenges” could move towards new
horizons in this interdisciplinary field and
explore the untapped areas that may enhance
the educational system of Iran.
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