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ABSTRACT

Background: Today, e-learning has become one of the basic components
of education process, especially in higher education. Institutions and
universities employ e-learning extensively in their educational operations.
In light of this, the goal of the current research was to determine the
advantages, disadvantages, possibilities, and dangers associated with
e-learning in the Iranian higher education system.

Method: The present research is applied in terms of purpose and with a
qualitatively exploratory approach. The participants of present study were
experts in the field of e-learning in public universities of the Ministry of
Science, Research and Technology in 2021.Using purposive sampling and
snowball sampling methods, 16 e-learning experts were selected as the
participants. Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data and
thematic analysis was employed to analyze the obtained data.

Results: After analyzing the obtained data from the interview, the total
number of 116 free codes were extracted from interviews content was 116
codes, which were classified in 18 concepts and finally were identified
strengths (Use of office automation in universities, Establishment of
information and communication technology centers in universities,
Development of e-learning in universities, Familiarity of faculty
members and students with virtual environments, The place of e-learning
in upstream documents and university perspectives), weaknesses (Lack
of proper infrastructure, equipment and facilities for e-learning, Lack
of specialized manpower, Lack of formal regulations for e-learning in
the field of higher education, Insufficient knowledge about e-learning),
threats (Threats related to cost, facilities and time, Management
threats, Threats to change the nature of the university, Threats related
to interactions) and training opportunities (Increas access to e-learning,
Expanding international and intercultural interactions, Environmental
benefits, Providing economic opportunities , Development of educational
justice) of e-learning in Iranian higher education system.

Conclusion: Considering the research findings, to develop educational
justice and the possibility of more population access to the University of
the Student community, reviewing existing approaches and educational
methods and using e-learning as a new educational strategy for higher
education system are necessary.
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Introduction

The development of e-learning in recent
years had a tremendous effect on the
growth and the promotion of education and
educational justice in different parts of the
world. However, like other technologies,
the introduction of this new technology
requires bedding, training and creating an
acceptable environment to provide and use
its numerous facilities and capabilities, and
various factors such as faculty support,
system support, organizational commitment,
system management, coaching competence,
service delivery and infrastructure that affect
the success of e-learning (1).

Emergence of COVID-19 In particular,
the economic, political, social, and
educational sectors have been impacted by
the pandemic that has affected the whole
planet. The higher education system was
one of the most vulnerable sectors in this
respect (2). Learners and instructors were
always required to employ e-learning in
different forms to cope with the effects of
shutting educational facilities and ceasing
educational activities (3). Furthermore, with
the expansion of COVID-19 Pandemic has
increased the movement towards online
education because the only option left for
schools and universities during COVID-19
Pandemic was e-learning (4).

The findings of Salimi and Fardin (5)
indicate that the challenges of e-learning
in the COVID-19 Pandemic era of Iran can
be divided into three macro levels: lack of
strategic thinking of managers and planners;
unfavorable policy making, weak educational
technology and inefficient management; at
the intermediate level: the weakness of the
introduced technologies, lack of independence
and freedom in action, and raised disruption
in budgeting, and at the micro level, the
challenge was teacher. The results of study
by Liana Ganavardaneh and Abu-shadi also
show that online education has lowered
expenses, boosted comprehensive education,
and enhanced user access to material, in
addition to having a positive impact on health
(6). The study results of Sadati Nejad et al.
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also show that the executive, infrastructural,
ethical, interactive, and educational categories
may be used to categorize the difficulties and
potential of higher education in the global
and Iranian coronavirus epidemic (1).The
findings of Mahmoudi and Mastashiri also
indicate that from perspective of faculty
members: the low speed of electronic and
online communications in the university, the
malfunction and wear of university electronic
systems in terms of usability, low proficiency of
students in English, lack of necessary support
of managers in higher education system to
institutionalize e-learning and insufficient
hardware and software infrastructure of the
university are the most important obstacles
to the development of e-learning in the higher
education system (7).

International statistics show that since the
outbreak of Coronavirus, 194 countries have
been forced to make changes in their higher
education in terms of COVID-19 Pandemic
and have switched their method to e-learning
and online learning (8). The COVID-19
Pandemic caused universities in Iran to move
their educational programs online and into
blended learning environments, as well as via
social networking sites. These trainings were
initially offered sporadically, but as time went
on, universities were forced to use the Navid
system (special learning software), platforms
like BigBlueButton and Skyroom, and Adobe
Connect as a centralized training system.
As a result, training in these universities
became virtual and scheduled (9). After the
COVID-19 Pandemic, it was not possible to
carry out educational activities in person and
universities had to carry out all educational
activities online. In this regard, in terms of
the lack of electronic learning infrastructure
in the universities, many of them encountered
problems.

Therefore, there is a need to identify
the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities
and threats of e-learning in universities.
Moreover, COVID-19 Pandemic has exposed
the world’s higher education to major crises
and unforeseen challenges and numerous
conferences, meetings and specialized
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meetings being held at various universities
around the world to address these challenges.
Since there was no preparedness to face such
crises in universities, this has led to major
problems in education. The present study aims
to address the pathology of e-learning in the
Iranian higher education system and provides
policy solutions and recommendations in order
to improve the quality of e-learning in Iran’s
higher education system. This is because of
the aforementioned points and the significance
of e-learning during the COVID-19 Pandemic.

Methods
Study Design

The present research is an applied study
with qualitatively exploratory approach

Participant Selection

The participants of current study were
experts in the field of e-learning in public
universities of the Ministry of Science,
Research and Technology. The study period
was the academic year 2021-2022. Regarding
the nature of qualitative research, purposive
sampling and snowball sampling methods
were used. In qualitative research, the
interviewees were also requested to suggest
additional experts who are knowledgeable
in this area, a process known as snowball
sampling. In this procedure, the second
sample unit was identified and chosen after
the first expert and expert were identified
or chosen. Other sample units were found
and chosen in a similar manner. A list of
these experts was created based on these
requirements in order to make the appropriate
preparations for the interview’s scheduling
and execution. The interviews continued until
the theoretical saturation took place. When no
new data was added to the interview findings
to develop a category, in other words, similar
data were extracted from the interviews, it
was considered as theoretical saturation.
Interviews were conducted face to face at the
participants’ workplace for one hour.

Those with a doctorate in educational
technology and a background in e-learning
research were eligible to participate in this
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study. The study was gathered via 16 interviews
of theoretical saturation. Five participants
were women, whereas eleven were men. Seven
participants were educational technology
faculty members from public institutions
affiliated with the Ministry of Science; four
were assistant professors and three were
associate professors. Thus, 6 were selected as
PhD graduates in educational technology and
3 as experts in this field who had a research
background related to the research topic.

Data Collection and Interview

Data collection methods include in-depth
and semi-structured interviews (formal and
informal interviews) that were individually
done with each member. Data were collected
from July2021 to March2022. Each interview
lasted between one and one and a half hours,
and the interviewees answered the following
questions during the interview: What are
the strengths of e-learning in Iran’s higher
education system?, What are the weaknesses of
e-learning in Iran’s higher education system?,
What are the e-learning opportunities of
Iran’s higher education system?, What are the
threats to e-learning in Iran’s higher education
system?. The interviews were recorded using
a professional tape recorder.

The study outlines four ethical guidelines
in qualitative research: informed consent
(voluntary participation of individuals and
informing them of their right to withdraw
from the study at any time); Confidentiality
and anonymity (confidentiality of participants’
private reforms); Consequences (description of
possible consequences of participating in the
study for the participants) and the role of the
researcher (researcher’s moral commitment
and sensitivity and commitment to ethical
issues and practice) were used to observe the
ethical principles in the present study.

Data Analysis

The data in this research were analyzed
using a thematic approach. The participants
were initially given access to the categories to
assess theresearcher’s perspective and analysis
in order to verify the veracity of the data.
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Table 1: Categorization of findings
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Two experts were also given access to the
data and the findings analysis so that they
could provide their professional insight and
confirm that the first researcher’s coding,
component categories, and nominations had
been verified by the second researcher. The
interviews were recorded to strengthen the
veracity of the results, and the correlation
code between the two coders was 0.89.

Results

After analyzing the interview data, the total
number of free codes which were extracted
from interviews content was 116 codes, which
were classified into 18 similar concepts, and
finally the strengths, weaknesses, threats and
opportunities of e-learning in the Iranian
higher education system were categorized
in 4 main themes. The categorization of the
findings is presented in Table 1.

Strengths: The research findings showed
that the strengths of e-learning in the Iranian
higher education system are related to the
categories of using office automation in
universities, establishing information and
communication technology centers in
universities, and developing e-learning in
universities, faculty and students are familiar
with virtual environments and the place of
e-learning in upstream documents. The
respondents agreed that the aforementioned
categories provide the Iranian higher
education system the foundation it needs
to institutionalize e-learning. Weaknesses:
The research findings showed that the Iranian
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higher education system faces obstacles to
use e-learning. These weaknesses need
to be strengthened. Interviewees, lack of
infrastructure, equipment and facilities for
e-learning, lack of qualified manpower, lack
of formal regulations for e-learning in the
field of higher education and insufficient
knowledge about e-learning are the most
important weaknesses of electronic education
in the higher education system of Iran.

Opportunities: The interviewees
identified the following categories as the
most significant uses of e-learning in the
Iranian higher education system: expanding
access to e-learning; increasing international
and intercultural interactions; providing
environmental benefits; offering economic
opportunities; and developing educational
Justice.

Threats: Respondents believed that the
threats of e-learning in the Iranian higher
education system were related to cost,
facilities and time; changing the nature of
the university, management and interactions
between faculty and students.

Discussion

The high rate of global change and the
high cost of traditional education have pushed
universities and organizations into a major
dilemma. Therefore, if the organization’s
management is not willing to pay for the
ongoing training costs and constant updating
of its staff, it will be doomed in today’s
changing world. The growth of personal
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computers and the increase in IT literacy have
created the circumstances for organizations
to work toward an educational revolution
via the virtual world in the rapidly changing
world of today. E-learning is becoming more
widely used as the primary way of staff
training in organizations. (10). The e-learning
is known in many countries of the world as
a good solution to the existing problems of
traditional education. The previous studies,
such as (Demuyakor, (11); Ratten, (12); Sahu,
(13); Sandars et al., (14); Tesar, (15)) largely
examined the impact of Covid-19 on the
overall higher education sector. Previous
studies show that the emergency response to
Covid-19 by many universities was mainly
through closing all campuses (16) and
postpone or cancel academic related activities
(17) a decision which was followed by the
implementation of remote learning (18). In
light of the aforementioned considerations, the
current study’s objective was to determine the
benefits, drawbacks, dangers, and prospects
of e-learning in the Iranian higher education
system. The research findings indicate that
e-learning in the Iranian higher education
system faces many strengths, weaknesses,
threats and opportunities. Therefore,
conducting qualitative research in this field
can further reveal the hidden and generally
neglected layers of this field. The findings
of this study are in line with the findings of
Salimi and Fardin (5), Liana Ganavardaneh
and Abu-shadi (6), Sadati Nejad et al. (1) and
Mahmoudi and Mostashiri (7) in terms of
identified weaknesses and challenges. In the
research of O’Keefe (19), Sahu (13), Azorin
(20), Sarwar et al. (21) and Verawardina
et al (22) issues related to connectivity,
networking and the Internet were identified
as the main problem in e-learning, which
was considered. It is possible to state that
the research’s findings are important in
terms of application because they can give
university administrators a clear framework
and perspective to use in infrastructure and
evaluation methods, revise e-learning, and
address the current issues that students and
faculty members encounter when using the
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e-learning system.This research is important
from an empirical point of view because
the researcher himself has experienced
virtual classes and during his experiences
and his interactions with other students and
professors in the Corona era, many university
students have been very dissatisfied with
e-learning and in many cases they admit
that attending in virtual classes of the current
system of the university ( e-learning system)
has created problems for them and in some
cases students in terms of the low quality
of the e-learning system failed to attend in
virtual classes. As a result, although having
several strengths—some of which have been
highlighted in this study—holding education
electronically in the Iranian higher education
system also has shortcomings, possibilities,
and dangers. It would appear that employing
e-learning only based on its benefits and quick
generalizations without taking into account
the risks, advantages, and disadvantages
cannot be a sensible and successful choice.
Furthermore, it is necessary to eliminate the
identified weaknesses of this study before
using e-learning, and change the threats of the
field into opportunity, and after considering
all aspects, appropriate decisions should
be made to apply e-learning in the higher
education system. Therefore, considering
the findings of this study, it is recommended
that all officials, policy makers and decision
makers, especially planners and designers of
e-learning in higher education increase the
quality and better education. In the higher
education system, consider the need to
rethink and prepare appropriate mechanisms
to reduce the potential effects, strengths and
weaknesses.

Limitations and Suggestions

One of the most significant limitations of
the current research was the lack of value from
the perspectives of higher education policy
makers and the absence of circumstances for
conducting group interviews in focus groups
to gather more accurate data. In this regard,
the following suggestions are made for the
successful usage of e-learning in the Iranian
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higher education system:

-E-learning should be considered a
strategic priority in the higher education
development programs of the country.

-Providing high-speed internet and
providing equipmentand upgrading e-learning
infrastructure can solve the problem of face-
to-face communication between teachers and
students.

- Considering the principles of free
education in the country, students who have
less financial ability should be identified and
facilities such as providing the Internet and
computer packages to attend online classes
should be provided to them.

- Promoting and informing about the
advantages and capabilities of e-learning
through the holding of workshops, seminars,
conferences, specialized meetings, and the
development of specialized publications in
the field of e-education is advised in order
to establish a cultural context and get the
university to accept it.

-Mandatory laws and regulations for using
e-learning in universities should be developed
by the Ministry of Science, Research and
Technology and the Ministry of Health,
Treatment and Medical Education.

Conclusion

Considering the research findings, to
develop educational justice and the possibility
of more population access to the University
of the Student community, reviewing existing
approaches and educational methods and
using e-learning as a new educational strategy
for higher education system are necessary.
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