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According to Henry’s (2001) definition, e-learning is the “appropriate application of the Internet to support the delivery of learning, skills and knowledge in a holistic approach not limited to any particular courses, technologies or infrastructures” (Aichouni, Benchicou, & Nehari, 2010, p 328).  E-learning has seen remarkable growth during recent years while transforming the landscape of teaching and learning.

Students prefer to learn face-to-face yet demand to be permitted to learn at a distance (Albright, Simonson, Smaldino, & Zvacek, 2009).  “Learners say this is because many other considerations besides personal preference motivate them, especially considerations about where and when they learn” (Picciano & Seaman, 2007).  

A factor greatly impacting the quality of e-learning is the attitudes of the instructor and learner.  For successful e-learning to occur, we hypothesize that the instructor and learner must possess a positive attitude toward e-learning as well as toward computers.  We also believe that learners must possess an internal motivation to learn.  With this in mind, we’ll explore the positive and negative attitudes of the instructor followed by the learners’ attitudes.  We’ll also briefly discuss the strategies that can be utilized to ensure that quality instruction and learning is achieved in an e-learning environment.

A critical success factor (CSF) is a thing that must be done in order for an institution or organization to be successful (Aichouni, Benchicou & Nehari, 2010, p. 330).  One study named eight categories for e-learning CSFs and the first category is the instructor’s attitude towards the technology.  A more recent study named six CSFs of e-learning and not surprisingly, the first category is the instructor’s attitude towards e-learning.

A component that leads to a positive attitude by the instructor toward e-learning is that he/she has mastery of the content area(s) he/she teaches.  He/she also has experience and skill in teaching the area(s) and is able to make connections between the content and real-world.  Research finds that learning seems to be more affected by what is delivered versus the type of medium used, it’s about the content not the technology.  Bottom line, “Good teaching matters.  Quality design of learning activities is important for all delivery methods” (Albright, Simonson, Smaldino, & Zvacek, 2009, p. 147). 

The attitude of instructors toward technology and their ability to handle it runs the gamut.  The literature finds instructors’ attitudes, as well as their knowledge and skills in operating computers “are major factors affecting their initial acceptance of computer technology and their future behavior regarding computer usage” (Ma & Yuen, 2008, p. 230).  Instructors’ confidence in technology needs to be built up, which in turn boosts their willingness to implement e-learning technology in the future, “as the development of teachers’ positive attitudes towards technology is considered to be a key factor in fostering technology integration in teaching and learning” (Ma & Yuen, 2008, p. 239).

Another extremely important factor predicting instructors’ intent to use technology is the perceived ease of use.  Ma & Yuen (2008) define perceived ease of use as the point to which the prospective learner expects the technology system to be free of effort.  Also, the school culture needs to consist of teacher leaders and administrators demonstrating the use of e-learning technologies as well as allocating instructors more hands-on opportunities to sample the technologies.  Some studies find that with adequate instructor support, e-learning can provide outcomes similar to those of traditional face-to-face methods. 

As with any medium, instructors need to present directions/instructions clearly and concisely. With most types of courses, learners need to be engaged with the resources and “need to know not only what they are supposed to, but also why they are expected to do it and how it will contribute to their learning” (Kirkwood & Price, 2005, p. 268). Just as with learners, instructors express that there is a lack of incentive or reward to get involved with e-learning.  However, some instructors describe that intrinsic rewards can be found in e-learning and these include the ability to teach students not on campus, and the ability to cultivate their own personal interest in technology (Blake, 2009, p. 232).   

A study by Blake (2009) found that a majority of instructors’ attitudes are positive toward e-learning, but she identified several barriers to using e-learning technologies.  One barrier that might lead to an instructor’s negative attitude toward e-learning is the lack of knowledge and skills.  These are the building blocks for effective design and delivery of e-learning courses.  To increase the confidence of instructors and lessen this barrier, instructors need e-learning education, professional development and mentoring. 

Another barrier mentioned in the research is not enough time to design, plan and teach online.  Undoubtedly, the development and delivery of e-learning is time intensive “although there is little agreement in the literature whether academic workload is more than traditional forms of teaching” (Blake, 2009, p. 231).  It’s estimated that to create one hour of online content, it takes between 30 and 200 hours of development time.  It only makes sense that institutions and instructors assess whether it’s worth their time, energy, and money to construct e-learning content or courses.   

A third barrier is the instructor’s concern about lack of face-to-face contact.  “This is associated with the resistance to change that would characterize the tendency of some traditional faculty members” (Aichouni, Benchicou & Nehari, 2010, p. 332).  Although numerous instructors in Blake’s study hold positive views toward e-learning, many admit that e-learning should be an enhancement or supplement to face-to-face learning, not a replacement.  Even though the learners’ evaluations indicate that e-learning provides enjoyment for them, it also reveals that learners value the lecture method.  Blake finds that “blended approaches can help to meet the needs of those with different learning styles” (2009, p. 229).

Instructors need to realize the paradigm shift from teacher-centered to learner-centered in e-learning while focusing on the content, not the technology tool.  The literature states that e-learning developers “need to ensure they design e-learning environments that utilize mediums which are learner centered and encourage deeper approaches to learning” (Bickle, Boohan, Collins, Gormley & Stevenson, 2009, p. e12).  Again, instructors need to design engaging content versus “developing e-learning resources solely focusing on presentation of material” (Blake, 2009, p. 231). 

Finally, to reduce learners’ feelings of isolation and abandonment due to lack of immediate access to the instructor, instructors need to monitor and evaluate e-learning course design and quality.  Additionally, the instructor and institution need to measure learners’ satisfaction with e-learning courses.          

Next, we will focus our attention on the student learners, and how their attitudes can affect learning in an e-learning environment.  Similarly to instructors the factors that can affect the attitudes of students toward e-learning are quite varied.  There will be some similarities between both the teachers and the learners, but there are also some key differences to note.

The amount of courses taken through the use of e-learning continues to grow.  Part of the reason for this is that full time employees are joining the student population because of the freedom that online classes provide them.  This leads to e-learning being more student centered, rather than teacher centered, and makes the assessment of the student’s satisfaction essential (Beqiri & Chase, 2010). 

The first and most recognizable factor when looking at students is their experience, and comfort level with using technology.  The research shows time and again, that if students feel comfortable in using computers and IT applications, they will have a positive attitude toward e-learning (Gormley, Collins, Boohan, Bickle, & Stevenson, 2009).  Bequiri and Chase found that “if a student liked an online course, then he or she was more satisfied with their online delivery” (Beqiri & Chase, 2010).   Indeed Drennan and Kennedy also found that positive perceptions of technology in terms of ease of access and use are significant factor in student satisfaction (Drennan & Kennedy, 2005). 

It is also interesting to note that the literature changes greatly since 2005.  The farther you go back in the literature you read things like “access to the internet has always been lower than their access to ICT” and “people now have some experience with ICT, making its use more acceptable in education” (Kirkwood & Price, 2005).  Whereas in the literature from the past two years you read things like, “discussion forums increase student participation and improve critical thinking” (Mason, 2011) and “simulation has emerged as one of the most popular instructional tools” (Chen & Howard, 2010).  It seems like the farther back you go the more they worry about the students being able to utilize the technology, but the more recent research acknowledges many practices as already ‘accepted’.

The next factor that positively affects student attitudes toward e-learning is that of ‘Internal’ motivation.  The “self directed” pace of much on-line learning lends itself to the Affective Domain.  What is going on inside the student, their motivation becomes critically important.  Those students who exhibit “internal” motivation tend to be more successful in e-learning environments (Drennan & Kennedy, 2005).  Indeed, this just seems to verify the thoughts that engaged learners not only perform better, but are also more satisfied (Mason, 2011).  It has also been noted that attitudes of a student not only towards the subject, but also the environment can have a significant impact on school achievement (Chen & Howard, 2010).  It is certainly clear in the reading, that the motivation and attitude of the learner has a tremendous impact in an online learning environment.

Another factor that leads to positive attitudes among the students of e-learning courses is that of asynchronous learning.  Because students do not function in a personal (face to face), real time environment, there is a lack of “pressure” to answer quickly.  Learners have time to reflect upon their answers and this encourages engagement (Mason, 2011).  This type of learning, which allows the user time to not only understand the question(s) asked, but also to formulate their answer to it is quite desirable (Kirkwood & Price, 2005). 

An additional factor that leads to positive attitudes toward e-learning is the potential for ‘deep’ learning.  Deep learning basically means not only understanding the meaning of information, but being able to incorporate it into existing knowledge (Svirko & Mellanby, 2008).  Through e-learning students get to experience an increased number of learning mediums (Gormley, Collins, Boohan, Bickle, & Stevenson, 2009).  A deeper approach has shown to have a better quality of learning for the student than a superficial approach (Svirko & Mellanby, 2008) (Gormley, Collins, Boohan, Bickle, & Stevenson, 2009).  For example, if we look at science simulations we find that computer based simulations of real life situations helps to trigger learning and construct new knowledge (Chen & Howard, 2010).  Furthermore, students who report high satisfaction to e-learning courses show high marks for deep learning (Svirko & Mellanby, 2008).

So while each of the above (experience/familiarity, internal motivation, asynchronous learning, and the opportunities for deep learning) have shown to be positive factors in student attitudes towards e-learning, it would stand to reason that the converse of these factors would have a negative impact on student learning.  When reviewing the literature, this reasoning seems be correct.

Learners who do not have experience with e-learning and instructional technologies may struggle with some aspects of it.  For some it may be the lack of face to face feedback, and for others it could be insufficient instructions, regardless of the specific reason a general lack of comfort with e-learning leads to a lack of participation by the student (Mason, 2011).  Not only do students need to know what to do, but they also need to know how to do it, and what the purpose is behind it (Kirkwood & Price, 2005).  Students who do not find e-learning courses easy to follow have lower scores in deep learning (Svirko & Mellanby, 2008).  One study found that perhaps online courses may be better suited for students at the graduate level, as they are more experienced (Beqiri & Chase, 2010).  Another found that perhaps the use of “blended learning” would make for a more effective learning experience (Gormley, Collins, Boohan, Bickle, & Stevenson, 2009). 

However, it should be noted that experience is not static, and that as learners grow in their relationship with e-learning this factor tends to decrease.  In fact the studies show that computer anxiety is rare (Svirko & Mellanby, 2008), most students have confidence in using IT technologies (Gormley, Collins, Boohan, Bickle, & Stevenson, 2009), and that ease of use is not always related to course satisfaction (Drennan & Kennedy, 2005). 

Learners who lack internal motivation can also struggle with e-learning.  It is common for students who show tendencies of external motivation show less satisfaction with e-learning (Drennan & Kennedy, 2005).  This could be due to a number of factors:  a lack of timely feedback and insufficient help are common complaints (Mason, 2011).  It is common for students to focus on difficulties they have as a learner as being associated with the course itself and this then leads to a negative attitude about the course itself (Drennan & Kennedy, 2005). 

Another common problem in regards to learner attitudes toward e-learning is the type of learning that is taking place in a course.  Courses or materials that are arranged in a “surface learning” or “content centered” method does not lead to a student going beyond course requirements (Svirko & Mellanby, 2008).  For students to become truly invested in the material, they need to go beyond simple rote learning and be able to apply the knowledge to themselves in a meaningful way.

In conclusion, it is evident through the study of the current literature, that the attitudes of both the instructors and the learners can have a great effect in e-learning courses.  Instructors need to be sure to make sure that their courses are well designed, and ensure that they have prepared for potential problems that learners could have.  Giving clear directions as well as timely feedback, and providing a rationale for the lessons can be helpful.  Learners can help themselves in e-learning by perhaps enrolling in a blended course, before committing to a course that is taught in a completely online environment.  
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