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ABSTRACT The paper is a desk review that explores e-learning as an instructional innovation in higher education
institutions (HEI). Education continues to be influenced by the advent of technology due to global digitalization.
As a result, the government championed ICT integration in all education sectors where HEIs modernized their
teaching approaches through e-learning systems. Despite the challenges faced when integrating ICT, namely,
shortage of resources, network connection, lack of support and capacity of the lecturers to ensure that teaching
strategies are in line with proposed innovations, there are some pockets of good practice where some lecturers use
e-learning systems effectively to enhance learning environments. The paper was guided by the educational change
model that emphasizes on the importance of buy-in from the implementers (lecturers). This paper recommends
adequate staff training, network upgrade and reinforced technical support for staff for effective instructional
innovation through e-learning systems.
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INTRODUCTION

For the previous years, e-learning has
evolved as an innovative model for current edu-
cation systems worldwide (Luppicini 2008; Raaij
and Schepers 2008) due to its effectiveness in
enhancing teaching and learning in any learn-
ing environment. For e-learning to be effective,
the main focus should be on the established
connection between education, teaching and
learning through ICT (Friesen 2009). Nowadays
students are more conversant with technology
before they reach university level because they
continue to be exposed to the digitalized world
from early years (Hitlin and Rainie 2005). This is
because e-learning enhances a child’s develop-
ment holistically, for example, socially, eye-hand
coordination skills, numeracy skills and literacy
skills (Chimururi 2016). This implies that if chil-
dren are technologically empowered at a younger
age they develop survival skills, as a computer
becomes part of their lives. Therefore, the call
for instructional innovation through e-learning
is very important for the current generation. Fur-
thermore, implementing e-learning brings about

flexibility in the learning environment, enables
the content taught to learners to be reused and
is ideal for large teacher-learner ratios (Kocura
and Kosc 2009). E-learning caters to all different
learning styles in class because it encourages
that sense of independence and creativeness
during the learning process. The concept of e-
learning is explored in the next section.

Concept of E-learning

E-learning is defined as the strategy that
adopts up to date technological forms that are
integrated in the curriculum to intensify student
engagement and adapt to traditional teaching
approaches used in teaching (Ma et al. 2008).
On the other hand, Salawudeen (2010) believes
that e-learning is the form of learning that uses
network technologies to cultivate, supply and
expedite teaching and learning processes any-
time and anywhere. Several studies done by Liao
and Lu (2008), Ellis et al. (2009), E-learning portal
(2009) and Li et al. (2009) define e-learning into
four different classifications, namely, technolo-
gy-driven, delivery system oriented, communi-
cation oriented and educational paradigm ori-
ented. Looking at the technology driven per-
spective, more emphasis is on the technological
aspect of e-learning where e-learning is per-
ceived as distance learning that uses technolo-
gy to deliver learning programs in a remote man-
ner (E-learning portal 2009), whereas, delivery
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system oriented e-learning is viewed as using
electronic means or web techniques to deliver
educational programs (Li et al. 2009; Liao and Lu
2008). On the other hand, with communication
oriented, e-learning is considered as a commu-
nication tool used to assign certain responsibil-
ities to people. In educational paradigm orient-
ed, e-learning is perceived as a modernized edu-
cational paradigm aimed at supporting and im-
proving students’ learning endeavors (Ellis et
al. 2009). Thus, the Ministry of Communication
and Technology of New Zealand (2008) simpli-
fies the concept of e-learning as the interaction
between students, content and lecturer/instruc-
tor using the web.

For the purpose of this paper, e-learning is
the learning that uses network technologies to
construct, nurture, provide and facilitate teach-
ing and learning purposes, which are not con-
fined by geographical proximity (Liaw et al. 2007;
Sun et al. 2008). This implies that students can
access materials, learning experiences and ac-
tivities even beyond the classroom setup. More-
over, students can engage in discussions that
relate to the course through interaction with their
classmates and lecturers anytime and anywhere.
As stated in the Teaching and Learning Centre,
Concept Paper on e-learning (2009), ‘e’ from e-
learning stands for electronic, however, the same
‘e’ is more useful when viewed as ‘enhanced’,
‘engaged’ or ‘empowered’. Therefore, e-learn-
ing has to be viewed as technology enhanced
learning, as this will make it easy for every per-
son to understand e-learning and its purpose. It
may be inferred that e-learning cannot be seen
as an initiative that intends to replace the in-
structor but instructors are expected to use tech-
nology to augment the teaching and learning
process. In the next section, justification of uti-
lizing e-learning in HEIs is discussed.

Justification for E-learning in Higher
Education Institutions

E-learning provides opportunities and pos-
sibilities for innovative teaching and learning
practices, as lecturers discover new ways of im-
proving their instructional approaches through
enhanced teaching and learning activities. This
is very important because observations have
been made that the current cohort of students in
higher learning institutions process information
differently than their forerunners due to en-

hanced use of technology (Goodfellow 2007;
Mason and Rennie 2008). Moreover, through e-
learning, opportunities for innovating tradition-
al methods are explored (Herrington et al. 2010).
This gives lecturers the room to accommodate
varying needs of students by encouraging them
to be actively involved in their learning through
guided discussion forums based on a specific
theme covered for that particular period. As e-
learning requires digital means in terms of trans-
ferring knowledge, the students are therefore,
able to interact with the available information
according to the different learning styles (Peter-
son et al. 2007). This encourages independence
and innovation among the students, as they
might devise better ways of studying the avail-
able material. Smith and Greene (2013) also con-
tend that true technology integration is not just
using Microsoft PowerPoint or an overhead pro-
jector (OHP), as these have nothing to do with
instructional innovation.

E-learning opens new ways of learning,
which adjust the principle of teaching and the
underlying forces of learning through various
methods of technology that are more enriching.
Therefore, this might cultivate a learning envi-
ronment that is more inventive, functioning and
more engaging (Sims 2008). E-learning enables
students to learn and interact together through
discussions, comments, collaborative writing or
team work in certain or specific projects (Safran
et al. 2007). Studies further reveal that use of
technology can augment students’ learning and
online resources need not be mistakenly per-
ceived to be replacing the lectures. Hence, e-
learning should be used to aide contact ses-
sions with lecturers (Mohamed and Peerbhay
2012). As e-learning facilitates and develops ef-
ficient academic administration, this makes it
easier for the lecturer to detect a student’s pla-
giarized work, conduct online assessment with
automated marking facilities and track students’
progress for intervention purposes. The institu-
tions therefore, need to move with times and
acknowledge the use of technology to meet the
current students’ needs. The next section exam-
ines the use of e-learning as instructional inno-
vation in HEIs.

E-learning as Instructional Innovation in
Higher Learning Institutions

The advent of e-learning around the world
has brought about many benefits aimed at inno-
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vating instructional methodologies to be at par
with the current digitalized world. In addition,
for the past years, there have been some initia-
tives aimed at encouraging HEIs to incorporate
e-learning as a way of improving teaching ap-
proaches (Hénard and Roseveare 2012). Subse-
quent to that, universities acceded to the call to
adopt various e-learning and course develop-
ment strategies suitable for their different teach-
ing and learning contexts (Paechter and Maier
2010). This implies that as e-learning can en-
hance the teachers’/lecturers’ instruction, there
has to be a comprehensive basis of pedagogical
principle for e-learning to be effective (Moham-
ed and Peerbhay 2012). Therefore, e-learning
cannot be perceived as substituting human con-
tact because computer systems can never do
what a person can do (Mouzakitis 2009).

An introduction of learning management
systems like WebCT and Blackboard applica-
tions have influenced the institutions of higher
learning to take advanced steps in e-learning
(Alexander and Golja 2007). As the world chang-
es due to various technological innovations that
the students are exposed to through their smart-
phones, e-learning is expected to serve as a strat-
egy that helps lecturers match their students’
daily needs and effectively prepare them for the
digital world by ensuring that they get to be
exposed to latest sources of information regard-
ing the courses that they are taught. The next
section discusses underpinning theoretical
framework adopted for this paper.

Theoretical Framework

The efforts made by HEIs in encouraging
lecturers to adopt e-learning as instructional in-
novation is based on the assumptions that all
lecturers are computer literate for easy execu-
tion of e-learning systems. However, from an
educational change perspective that was pro-
pounded by Fullan in 1982 for any curriculum to
be successfully implemented, the implementers
need to be prepared and empowered (Fullan
1993). This implies that institutions of higher
learning should prepare lecturers so that they
can be able to use e-learning as instructional
innovation in their classes. Once the implement-
ers are prepared it is expected that they will not
experience challenges when it comes to adopt-
ing e-learning for their teaching environments.
Program implementers need to understand the

characteristics of change, clear goals and objec-
tives of change and whether people understand
it (Fullan 1993). In the case of e-learning as in-
structional innovation lecturers need to under-
stand its benefits for their teaching and learning
before thinking about how they can adopt it for
their various courses. This theory aligns with
the paper because it looks at the important as-
pects that enable effective implementation of the
new proposed program or innovation. Another
important dimension about this theory is that it
looks at the implementers and the support they
will need for effective implementation of any pro-
gram (Fullan 1993). Hence, the model believes in
staff development initiatives in order for the im-
plementers to know what they should do. Liter-
ature observations about studied phenomenon
are explored in the following section.

OBSERVATIONS  AND  DISCUSSION

The literature reviewed in relation to the stud-
ied phenomenon revealed some challenges and
pockets of good practice pertaining to e-learn-
ing. The studies reveal both systemic and peda-
gogical challenges. The pockets of good practice
have to do with the strides made by the institu-
tions with regards to e-learning as innovative ini-
tiative in teaching and learning process. The next
section discusses the challenges.

Challenges of E-learning as Instructional
Innovation

Institutions still experience difficulties to in-
volve a reasonable number of staff and students
in e-learning (Salmon 2005) due to resistance to
change. Tham and Werner (2005) indicate that
academics perceive e-learning as detached, time
restraining and inadequately adaptive to the
necessities of many students. The distance
learning format lessens the level of contact and
level of discussion between students. E-learn-
ing has lesser contact among students and
teachers (McCog 2008). Some overarching ob-
stacles identified as hindering adoption of e-
learning are inadequate skills and unavailability
of resources. Scarcity of resources, unprepared
teachers, scheduling glitches and software ac-
cessibility (Bauer and Kenton 2005) are some of
the challenges to e-learning systems because
teachers may feel that incorporating technolo-
gy is invaluable considering the time and efforts
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made (Hsu 2010). With the absence of firm frame-
work on how e-learning will be infused in teaching
and learning, students cannot be encouraged to
learn using this teaching and learning method.
Hence, a high level of self-control is required as e-
learning is often characterized by the absence of
a learning atmosphere (Bouhnik and Marcus 2006).
As a result, when lecturers are uncomfortable and
feeling incompetent in adopting e-learning, they
may continue to use drill skills as their approach-
es when teaching (Kirk 2011; Little 2011; Steffen-
hagan 2011). Czerniewicz and Brown (2009) con-
tend that staff members always find themselves
in awkward positions when it comes to adopting
e-learning in their teaching because they feel that
they are not fully supported by their institutions.
Hence, lecturers are often still reluctant to change
their instructional approaches to teaching and
learning, as they still need to realize the repercus-
sions of e-learning interaction when it comes to
quality and how it will benefit their teaching. Some
lecturers still do not view e-learning as instruc-
tional innovation, and hence, they perceive it as
more related technical aspects (Salmon 2005).

According to Khan (2003), some challenges
that contribute to the difficulty of adopting e-
learning as instructional innovations by staff
are identified. For example, absence of Internet
access, networks problems, outdated hardware
and software upgrades. (Khan 2003). On the oth-
er hand, adequate technical support is a chal-
lenge when it comes to effective execution and
integration of e-learning in a learning environ-
ment (Sife et al. 2007). The availability of com-
puter laboratories in most HEIs and inadequate
network facilities jeopardizes the proposed ini-
tiative of adopting e-learning in an attempt to
bring about innovated instruction. In some in-
stances, students may feel secluded and might
perceive the learning as not supported due to
the reduced levels of social interaction with
classmates (Welsh et al. 2003). Therefore, this
implies that students might be bored due to lack
of interaction with other students. Despite the
challenges, there are still pockets of good prac-
tice that have been identified though e-learning
teaching and learning tool and these are dis-
cussed below.

Good Practices of E-learning as Instructional
Innovation

The reviewed literature reveals that e-learn-
ing provides teachers with many interesting
tools aimed at improving the teaching and learn-

ing process (Martin-Blas and Serrano-Fernan-
dez 2009). These e-learning stages allow lectur-
ers to provide various kinds of materials that
can be effective and applicable for the courses
they teach (Weller 2007). Rosenburg (2006) be-
lieves that e-learning can be very influential in
modernizing teaching and learning in classrooms.
This is because e-learning does not aim to re-
place lecturer interactions. However, its focus is
to make learning more meaningful, as it contrib-
utes effectively to the teaching and learning pro-
cess. This enables students and lecturers to
collaborate and experiment with the course ma-
terial. Salmon (2005) further asserts that e-learn-
ing is complex and can be unsuccessful in the
absence of suitable, nurtured and dedicated
human involvement. Whereas, Ng’ambi (2013)
believes that when e-learning is blended with
human interaction it improves learning outcomes
and encourages lecturers to support varied stu-
dents’ necessities in an individualized manner
of learning (Bozalek and Gachago 2013). Fur-
thermore, if e-learning is properly implemented
it can instill flexibility in the learning process
where different resources can be provided to
students and students given an opportunity to
pace and time their learning (Koruc and Kosc
2009).

Lecturers exercise a degree of freedom where
they are given opportunities to decide what has
to be learned, how it will be learned and what
activities and materials would be used in ensur-
ing that learning takes place (Bouhnik and Mar-
cus 2006). E-learning allows for freedom of ex-
pression and allows students to ask questions
without any limitations, as they have easy ac-
cess to the materials. This means that the stu-
dents’ learning is not deprived by time con-
straints as student-lecturers interactions can be
enhanced because e-learning encourages inter-
actions that are more succinct and discussions
that can stay on track based on the course
through shared electronic conversation and dis-
cussions (Capper 2001). E-learning also provides
unique opportunities for lecturers and students
to share innovations with the immediate sup-
port to electronics group. Lecturers who are ca-
pable of handling e-learning activities are able
to quickly respond to student problems and this
brings about student learning satisfaction and
instant feedback (Arbaugh 2002). A lecturer’s
capability and attitudes toward e-learning are
likely to influence students’ learning interest
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(Sun et al. 2008). Student motivation is a factor
that contributes to successful e-learning because
a motivated person always performs better and
gives the best in any given task (Andersson
and Grönlund 2009). As e-learning is engaged in
nature it increases student engagement by shift-
ing from lecturer-centered to student-centered
learning, which encourages students’ indepen-
dence when learning (Albion 2008).

From the foregoing study, It has been ob-
served from the literature reviewed that the ad-
vantages and disadvantages institutions face
in modernizing their instructional approaches are
similar. When it comes to disadvantages, the
literature reveals that infrastructural problems
negatively impacts the lecturers’ efforts to mod-
ernize the methods through e-learning (Baldwin-
Evan 2004). Lecturers and students need to ad-
just teaching and learning approaches for effec-
tive implementation of e-learning in a learning
environment. Inadequate software and Internet
connectivity are some of the challenges that
negatively impact e-learning (Netteland et al.
2007). Unavailability of technical support often
contributes to the difficulty effectively imple-
menting e-learning in the learning situation and
this contributes to the reluctance of the imple-
menters to adopt e-learning because of support
(Horton 2011). Despite the alarming challenges
found in the literature, there are some good prac-
tices emerging from utilization of e-learning that
lecturers can find useful when innovating their
instructional methods through e-learning. E-
learning benefits the teaching and learning en-
vironment because its implementation in vari-
ous institutions brings about instructional in-
novation where traditional methods, that are lec-
turer centered, are replaced by student engage-
ment that is enhanced through e-learning (Ki-
gundu 2014). This is further supported by Ally
(2004) who indicates that e-learning encourages
and sustains students’ interaction and this is
the key to an e-learning environment, as stu-
dents can take charge of their learning.

CONCLUSION

For the past years, e-learning has impres-
sively developed although the provision of ad-
equate support is very crucial to make sure that
it is properly implemented. It is also very impor-
tant to view e-learning as an instructional inno-
vation than viewing it as something that replac-

es lecturer contact with learners. Hence, its ef-
fective implementation needs to be informed by
a solid pedagogic base. The effective e-learning
usage can also bring about positive results be-
cause students can also be encouraged to be-
come lifelong students who know what is ex-
pected of them from the teaching and learning
process. E-learning also encourages students
to be responsible for their own learning, as they
are able to pace their own learning through e-
learning. Lecturer and student motivation are
perceived as important ingredients that fuel the
adoption of e-learning despite the anticipated
challenges. The study therefore concludes that
with more support and available resources, e-
learning can become effective as an instruction-
al innovation initiative in higher institutions.

RECOMMENDATIONS

This paper recommends that institutions
should ensure that the implementers (lecturers)
are properly prepared through training work-
shops and short courses in order to effectively
adopt e-learning for their teaching environments.
The training can also enable lecturers to address
the concerns that the students have regarding
e-learning systems. Technical support should
be strengthened and readily available to help
lecturers when experiencing problems during the
e-learning process. Students should also have
access to technical support when using univer-
sity resources. E-learning can never be effective
if the Internet connections and servers are a
problem. The institutions therefore need to up-
grade the network systems for effective e-learn-
ing and the Wi-Fi spots need to be increased so
that students can have access anywhere and at
any time.
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