Chapter 28
Is the Avalanche of E-learning Coming
to the UAE?

Dennis Lee, Elissar Toufaily, and Tatiana Zalan

Abstract The higher education system worldwide is on the cusp of disruptive
change due to innovative education providers such as digital platforms and universi-
ties offering fully online or blended programs. While the e-learning industry in the
UAE is projected to grow significantly, the level of adoption of e-learning has not
been high. The overall purpose of our multistage research project is to understand
the barriers to the adoption of e-learning in the UAE despite the benefits of online
education, such as lower costs and pedagogical benefits. We propose a preliminary
conceptual framework explaining the students’ attitudes and intention to adopt
e-learning. In our future research, we will refine and test the conceptual framework
and provide guidelines for higher education institutions and policymakers on insti-
tutional change to support e-learning initiatives.
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Introduction

The title of the paper alludes to the widely cited report by Barber, Donnely, and
Rizvi (2013) An Avalanche is Coming on the potentially disruptive change facing the
global higher education system. Specifically, a new phase of competition is emerg-
ing, as the very notion of the traditional university is coming under pressure from
innovative “disruptors” such as digital platforms (e.g., Coursera, edX, and Udacity)
and universities offering low cost fully online or blended programs (Weise &
Christensen, 2014; Barber et al., 2013). For example, the growth of applications to
online MBAS has outstripped some traditional formats of the degree (Murray, 2016).
These changes are driven by escalating costs and tuition fees in traditional universi-
ties, learners’ desire for flexibility, and advances in ICT. These developments go
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hand in hand with the globalization of the higher education industry and improve-
ments in e-learning pedagogy enabling a fusion of modularization and mastery-
based learning (Bowen, 2012; Christensen & Eyring, 2011; Weise & Christensen,
2014). For the purposes of this research, we define e-learning as web-based learning
which utilizes web-based communication, collaboration, multimedia, knowledge
transfer, and training to support learners’ active learning without the time and space
barriers (Lee, Yoon, & Lee, 2009).

The e-learning market in the Middle East is projected to grow to US$560M in
2016, at an annual growth rate of 8.2 % (Docebo, 2014). While the UAE (and the
region) scores well on e-readiness (i.e., adoption of digital technologies) (UNESCO,
2013), the adoption of e-learning has not been as widespread: currently, the UAE
boasts only one fully online university (Hamdan Bin Mohammed Smart University).
In line with the global trend, the costs of higher education in the UAE have been
rising. On the other hand, e-learning provides many opportunities for media-based,
student-centered, and interactive learning environments that support active learning
and critical thinking (Huffaker & Calvert, 2003), skills that are perceived to be
largely missing yet critical for the UAE students to be able to participate in the
knowledge economy, locally, and globally (Hvidt, 2015). As reputable institutions
enter the UAE market with fully online or blended deliveries in increasing numbers,
the future of traditional local universities may be in serious jeopardy.

The overall purpose of our multistage research project is to understand the barri-
ers to the adoption of e-learning in the UAE despite the benefits of online education,
such as lower costs (reflected in the prices paid by students) and pedagogical bene-
fits. More specifically, the objectives are to:

1. Propose a preliminary conceptual framework explaining the students’ attitudes
and intention to adopt e-learning;

2. Refine and test the conceptual framework from students’ perspective; and

3. Provide guidelines for higher education institutions and policymakers on institu-
tional change and support for e-learning initiatives.

The paper proceeds as follows. We start with the section “Literature Review”
which has informed our preliminary conceptual model (section “Preliminary
Conceptual Framework™). Our research design is explained in the section “Research
Design,” and references are provided in the last section of the paper.

Literature Review

As stated in the introductory part of the paper, barriers to e-learning in the UAE, a
country with high level of ICT penetration, and an extensive offering of online
courses are of great concern to educational institutions and policymakers. A large
number of studies investigated the learner’s acceptance of e-learning, the instructor’s
acceptance of e-learning, and organizational and strategic factors that affect the
adoption and delivery of e-learning. Prior literature has identified several factors as
barriers to, and drivers of, e-learning from a student perspective. For example, Law,
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Lee, and Yu (2010) find that extrinsic motivational factors such as social pressures
and competition have a considerable impact on student learning, and that both intrin-
sic (such as individual’s attitude and expectation) and extrinsic motivators (such as
rewards and recognition) significantly influence students’ self-efficacy. Hernandez,
Montaner, Sese, and Urquizu (2011) propose the use of extrinsic motivators (i.e.,
doing an activity for specific reasons) in order to improve the learning outcomes and
experiences of online learners. Students can be motivated if they are able to gain
recognition from their instructors. This will improve the students’ attitude to learning
because a positive attitude enables learners to use more ICT interactive tools to prove
to the instructor that they deserve high grades. When students adopt online learning
components, Smart and Cappel (2006) found that the senior students have more tech-
nological experience than the freshman and junior students. This is because these
fourth year students are better independent learners than the younger students.

Instructor performance also impacts the e-learner satisfaction. According to
Bolliger and Martindale (2004), online learners will find satisfaction when they can
easily access technology. This satisfaction has positive correlation with the perfor-
mance of online instructors: the online instructors must be perceived as available at
all time, be a motivator to the student, and communicate with students on a regular
basis (Sun, Tsai, Finger, Chen, & Yeh, 2008). However, the absence of interaction
based on a face-to-face context is a major concern in online teaching and learning
(So & Brush, 2008). Students are often in isolation and unsupported during the
learning process (Cereijo, 2006); moreover, they are expected to be motivated and
self-disciplined to work as independent learners without getting much assistance
from instructors. Students who are more confident in their ability to use e-learning
on their own are more likely to become good users of e-learning (Abbad, Morris, &
De Nabhlik, 2009).

Another stream of research has demonstrated that the Internet and technology
quality affect satisfaction with e-learning (e.g., Piccoli, Ahmad, & Ives, 2001) and
that e-learning course quality has a large positive effect on e-learners’ satisfaction
(Sun et al., 2008). In order to ensure the delivery of high quality e-learning courses
at universities, Ehlers (2009) recommends that a set of standards be adopted to
evaluate learning content and processes, and certifying and accrediting programs
and institutions. A combination of factors like retention rate, academic outcomes,
and success in online student and faculty support are considered as important to
make a quality online course (Shelton & Saltsman, 2004). To influence students’
learning performance, there should be well-designed courses, curricula, and
learning materials, which will facilitate meaningful educational experiences.
Institutions who offer e-learning courses must therefore attain curriculum quality
certification from accreditation sources to enhance and improve teaching excel-
lence (Bhuasiri, Xaymoungkhoun, Zo, Rho, & Ciganek, 2012).

A number of studies have investigated the benefits of e-learning to students and
instructors, such as the flexibility of the online delivery format (Chakraborty &
Nafukho, 2015). E-learning allows students to study in a self-paced mode as compared
to traditional classroom learning. Students consider online learning as both place- and
time-independent, permitting them to continue their conversations with instructors
without any interruptions (Arbaugh, 2002). This model of delivery is of particular
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benefit to students who want to balance their studies, family, and work-related activi-
ties if they take an online course (Sun et al., 2008). Likewise, Maki, Maki, Patterson,
and Whittaker (2000) find that students perceive the convenience of the online course
as a benefit and enjoy the flexibility of the online learning environment. The online
classroom setting encourages more student participation, and provides students with a
better chance to reflect and research before discussing the issues in classes (Ni, 2013).

Contextual factors have been found to influence e-learning. Specifically, culture
appears to have a major impact on learning preferences and information processing
capacity of individuals (Samovar, Porter, & McDaniel, 2009). The cultures of the
Middle Eastern cluster of countries have high preferences for avoiding uncertainty
(House et al., 1999; Ronen & Shenkar, 1985). According to Hofstede (2011), people
in these cultures feel threatened when faced with ambiguous or unknown situations.
states that the introduction of e-learning will pose a considerable challenge to Arab
students. A study by the World Bank in 2007 stated that students in this region are
passive learners and do not apply their learning through critical thinking (Galal,
2007). Many of these students are highly dependable on their teachers when they
want to acquire new knowledge (Lansari, Tubaishat, & Al-Rawi, 2010). A recent
report by the Dubai School of Government’s Governance and Innovation Program
reveals that many students who are enrolled in universities are still lacking problem-
solving, critical thinking, and communication skills (Salem, Mourtada, & Alshaer,
2013). This lack of skills will thus be a big obstacle in the e-learning environment
for the young Arab students who are more accustomed to rote learning during their
early schooling. Clearly, if online learning is integrated with face-to-face learning,
the sociocultural environment may affect students’ perceptions (Alebaikan &
Troudi, 2010). Alebaikan and Troudi (2010) state that students in Saudi universities
are finding the new way of learning confronting, as they have been used to the tra-
ditional classroom-based lecture. Yet in another study by Al-Jarf (2005), freshman
students were not taking online classes seriously because they were not used by
existing instructors at the college. Further, the low public esteem for online learning
in the workplace is another important reason to reject e-learning by many universi-
ties, academics, and students (Mirza & Al-Abdulkareem, 2011). According to
Dirani and Yoon (2009), the online degree is seen to give access to fewer job oppor-
tunities and is not perceived as comparable to traditional degrees. Additionally, the
learner’s attitude and lack of prior knowledge of IT use are major factors that affect
the acceptance of e-learning by students (Selim, 2007; Ozkan & Koseler, 2009).
Finally, language is a barrier to adoption as online repositories that contain educa-
tional material in the Arabic language are lacking (Al-Khalifa, 2008).

Preliminary Conceptual Framework

Based on the literature review, a preliminary conceptual framework (Fig. 28.1) is pro-
posed. This conceptual model identifies three major categories—offer characteristics,
individual and psychological characteristics, and sociocultural factors—that influence
learner’ attitudes, which in turn will affect his/her intention to adopt e-learning.
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Fig. 28.1 Preliminary conceptual framework
Research Design

In order to understand the issues associated with the perceptions of e-learning and
barriers to adoption in the UAE context, a mixed-method design will be used com-
prising two stages. A qualitative approach will be used in stage 1 with the purpose
to capture the different barriers to the adoption of e-learning by the UAE students.
Stage 1 will result in a clearer understanding of the UAE context-specific con-
structs that will emerge from respondents’ answers. The outcome will be a refined
theoretical framework (with added and/or removed constructs) based on the find-
ings in stage 1, which will provide richness and a thorough understanding of the
topic. A series of in-depth interviews will be conducted with university students
who did not complete an online course offered by a higher education institution in
the UAE or abroad. According to the Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific
Research, in 2014 the offering of online courses and e-learning program is exten-
sive, with 105 online foreign universities have been accredited by the UAE. Of
those universities, 46 are in the United Kingdom, 34 in the USA, and five in New
Zealand (The National, 2014)

The number of interviews is not fixed in advance. Sample size should generally
follow the principle of saturation (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), whereby data collection
stops when new data do not shed any further light on the issue under investigation.
Following Miles and Huberman (1994), a purposeful sampling technique will be
used to identify and target the specific individuals representing the spectrum of
knowledge and experience relevant to this study.
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Stage 2 will focus on the quantitative data collection via an online struc-
tured questionnaire that includes the constructs identified through the litera-
ture review and refined in stage 1. Data will be collected from a sample of BA
and MBA students in the UAE. Questionnaires will be revised by experts
(mainly academics) with significant understanding of e-learning to evaluate
the length and appropriateness of the questions. Then, a quantitative pretest to
ensure the reliability and the validity of the measurement instruments will be
conducted on a pilot sample of 30 students with no prior e-learning experi-
ence. After refining the scales, an online survey instrument (via Survey
Monkey) will be administered. An email invitation will be sent to students
from universities across the UAE to participate in the study including the site
link. We have identified four universities through professional networks, with
academic colleagues showing interest in assisting with the data collection.
Moreover, to secure a high response rate, the questionnaire will also be
administered to students face to face by visiting classes and asking students to
complete the questionnaire. The criterion to qualify a respondent for the sur-
veys is that the student has never been enrolled in an online course or program
before. We aim at a sample size of at least 500 students, as it is recommended
for studies with descriptive and explanatory purposes (Malhotra, 2010).

For consistency, measures will be adopted or derived from previous studies on
online education and student perceptions. A seven-point Likert scale ranging from
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 as (strongly agree) will be used.

Descriptive statistics using SPSS software will be used to describe the profile of
the sample as well as the constructs of the study. Then, confirmatory factor analysis
will be conducted to evaluate the adequacy of the model using EQS 6.1. Convergent
and discriminant validity of the scales will be assessed consistent with the Fornell
and Larcker (1981) guidelines. Finally, structural equation modeling will be per-
formed. The hypothesized relationships in the proposed research model will simul-
taneously be tested via path analysis. The results of the structural equation model
will be interpreted and guidelines for higher education institutions and policymak-
ers will be proposed.

Conclusion

The research project will result in a conceptually grounded and empirically verified
model of e-learning adoption, which will contribute to a detailed understanding of
the barriers and enablers of e-learning adoption in the UAE context, which is cur-
rently lacking.

The expected results will help decision markers in higher education institutions
to face these barriers, strengthen the implementation of e-learning, and build strate-
gies to improve the learner satisfaction. The results may provide an opportunity to
better understand the media-based, leaner-centered, and interactive environments
that support active learning and critical thinking. Additionally, results will help prac-
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titioners and especially students and managers with full-time jobs to continue pursu-
ing education and degrees with more flexibility and satisfaction. Furthermore, by
understanding the e-learning environment, its drivers, and barriers, system adminis-
trators will be able to ensure all system functionalities and system performance for
a better learning. When assessing learners’ perceptions of the quality and enthusi-
asm of instructors, school administrators will have guidelines in selecting and train-
ing instructors for e-learning courses. Higher education institutions will be provided
by guidelines on institutional change and support for e-learning initiatives.
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