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ABSTRACT 
 Collaborative learning approach plays an important role in enhancing the current e-

learning environment. In open and distance learning where learners are not physically on 

campus, collaborative e-learning allows the students to learn together and from each other. 

However, impediments in the implementation of collaborative e- learning have been observed 

by students, lecturers and the ICT technician in the Midlands region. A qualitative naturalistic 

research design was employed to allow the researchers to understand the participants’ worlds 

view on the factors that militate against the effective implementation of collaborative e-

learning. The instruments used to collect data were individual interviews, focus groups and 

document analysis. Data analysis was done concurrently with data collection to allow the 

researchers to take advantage of flexible data collection. The findings that emanated from this 

research revealed that lecturers and students lacked internet competencies, infrastructure, 

financial resources, and clear policies and well defined programmes to implement 

collaborative e-learning. The study recommends that clear policies be designed for 

collaborative e-learning. It also recommends that lecturers and students be equipped with 

necessary computer literacy skills. Researchers also recommended that computers throughout 

the different regions be networked to facilitate collaborative e- learning. Finally, there is need 

for further research throughout the Zimbabwe Open University in order to generalise the 

findings.  
 

KEYWORDS: Collaborative e-learning, Information and Communication Technologies 
(ICTs), Open Distance Learning (ODL). 
 
BACKGROUND 
 Open Distance Learning is the most popular mode of education for today’s generation 

(Beldarnan, 2006).  It seeks to achieve the goal of education for all.  Open and distance 

education supports this policy goal by removing physical barriers and restrictions placed on 

the students.  In distance education, learners are remote to instruction because they are 

geographically dispersed large scale.  Several institutions have adopted the use of 

Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) in improving the quality of teaching 

and learning, increasing access to learning, and in the reduction of the total cost of education 
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thereby enhancing their academic profiles (Engelbeelt, 2003). Zimbabwe Open University 

(ZOU) like other universities worldwide has adopted the use of e-learning in their teaching 

and learning. Many studies have demonstrated the superiority of collaborative e-learning over 

the traditional e-learning.  However despite the awareness that e-learning has received, it has 

not fulfilled it’s expectations in this particular institution.  This paper was carried out to 

explore the factors that militate against collaborative e-learning in the Zimbabwe Open 

University. 

Research Objectives 

 To explore the factors that militate against the implementation of collaborative e- learning 

 To explore the extent to which collaborative e- learning has been adopted in the 

Zimbabwe Open University.  

 To suggest remedies to the challenges faced in implementing collaborative e-learning. 

Research Questions 

 To what extent has collaborative e-learning been adopted in the Zimbabwe Open 

University? 

 What are the challenges encountered in the implementation of collaborative e-learning?  

 What remedies can be used to overcome the identified challenges? 

Literature review 

What is collaborative e-learning? 

E- Learning is the use of electronic media for a variety of learning purposes that range from 

add on functions in conventional classrooms to full substitution for the face to face meetings 

by online encounters ( Guri and Rosenblit ( 2005).  Alonso et al (2005) also views e-learning 

as the use of new multi-media technologies and the internet to improve the quality of learning 

by facilitating access to resources and services, as well as remote exchange and collaboration.  

There has been a plethora of e-learning initiatives.  These can be web-based, computer based, 

virtual classroom, CD - Rom, ipods, e-mail, wireless and mobile technology among others 

(Eke, 2011). Liaw and Huang (2006) view collaborative learning as a social activity 

involving learners and teachers through which information is acquired and knowledge shared 

through social constructivism approaches. Online collaboration includes knowledge 

development, group dialogue and learning, computer mediated communication, and the 

presentation of knowledge and learning in online learning environments (Haythornthwait, 

2006) .Virtual classrooms promise collaborative learning where students learn together and 

often from each other (Kitchen and McDougall, 1988).  Through collaborate learning 
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students communicate with their peers and tutors, thus empowering them to socialize and 

learn together online (Monaham et al, 2002). When students work together collaboratively 

they not only learn themselves, they also are contributing to the development of the group 

(Salas& Kasarzyki et al, 2002).  Furthermore, communication and interaction among students 

can add value to the learning process by enabling the development of higher order thinking 

skills, increase involvement interest, motivation and overall the attainment of higher learning 

outcomes. (Piccolo et al, 2001).  This collaborative learning is an approach that has been 

attested to by several studies to support student learning (Kamba, 2009).  Collaborative e-

learning supports a faster learning curve, since students can interactively customize their 

learning and have more control of the learning process (Cantoni et al, 2004). 

Collaborative Learning Challenges 

The application of e-learning technologies in developing countries is limited due to 

challenges in both instructors and student in most developing countries.  Garrison and 

Anderson (2003) point out that we are not yet to fully experience the transformative effect of 

e- learning.  Challenges for effective adoption of e-learning have been realised in various 

contexts that include unclear expectations from instructors, slow access and absence of 

synchronous communication (So and Brush, 2008).In some instances, lecturers and students 

are frustrated because of lack of technology skills to effectively interact using ICT (Cantoni 

2004; Hoven 2000).  Other studies reported connectivity in tertiary institutions in Africa as 

being too little, too expensive and poorly managed and as a result internet technology 

becomes even less useful for research and educational processes.  Studies have also reported 

scaffolding, group cohesion, lack  of timely feedback persistent technical problems, time 

resources and motivation as having a negative effect on collaborative e-learning (Kirschner  

and Kreijing, 2004). 

Research methodology  

A qualitative naturalistic research design was employed in order to allow the researcher to 

understand the participant’s world view as much as possible on the implementation of 

collaborative e-learning in the Zimbabwe Open University.  The lecturers and the ICT 

technician were purposefully sampled in the research. In purposive sampling the goal is to 

select cases that are likely to be information rich with respect to the purposes of the study 

(Gall etal, 2007:214). The ZOU website was also perused in order to unravel any form of 

collaborative learning activities in the institution.  Thematic analysis was used to analyse data 

from individual interviews, focus group discussions and documentary analysis. This allowed 
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the researcher to organise and describe the data in rich detail and interpret the various aspects 

of the research question.  Furthermore there was simultaneous collection and analyses of data 

to give the head start to analysis as well as to take advantage of flexible data collection 

(Eisenhardt, 2008). 

Research Findings and Discussion 

As stated earlier on, the objective of this study was to examine the factors that militate 

against `the effective implementation of collaborative e-learning in the Zimbabwe Open 

University. The factors were grouped into lecture, institution and student related factors. 

Lecturer related factors. 

Lack of competences 

The study revealed that the adoption of collaborative e-learning was a challenge because of 

lack of competences among lecturers. Some lecturers are not educated on the use of internet 

in order to deliver any sort of e-learning lessons. Some lecturers confirmed that they had 

rudimental skills in the use of the internet and were uncomfortable in using the World Wide 

Web. When asked why they were uncomfortable with using the internet some lecturers 

commented, 

“I am technophobic, you know, when we grew up we never had internet. I even dread to 

use the e-brary.” 

“I have rudimental skills on the use of internet.” 

 

The ICT technician also confirmed that lecturers lacked competences in the adoption of 

collaborative e-learning. He felt that before people talk about collaborative e-learning there 

was need to equip lecturers with requisite internet skills. When asked to express lecturer 

internet competences as a percentage ICT technician rated lecturer competences at 30% while 

lecturer’s interviewed rated their competences at 20-25%.The ICT technician also confirmed 

that lecturers never requested for such services as collaborative e-learning and the use of e-

brary which according to him indicated that lack of competences is a stumbling block to 

collaborative e-learning. 

The study also revealed that the majority of the lectures were not aware of what collaborative 

e-learning entails. The definitions provided during interviews showed that the lecturers 

inferred the meaning from collaboration without really understanding what it is all about. One 

lecturer in a face to face interview commented, “I have never heard about collaborative e-

learning. “These findings revealed that lecturers themselves had a poor conception of 
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collaborative e-leaning. Without a proper conception of the collaborative e-learning concept, 

implementing it would be a mammoth task. 

Lack of commitment by the institution 

In this study, it was also observed that one of the factors that hinder the implementation of 

collaborative e-learning was the lack of policy by the organisation on e-learning. It would 

appear that the implementation of e-learning is left to the initiative of lecturers. Some of the 

responses were as follows, 

“There is no deliberate effort by the organisation to have e-learning” 

“I am not sure if there is a policy on e learning.” 

“I think there is some form of e-learning because the higher degrees hand outs and 

communication are disseminate through e-mail” 

“The university uses minimal levels of e-learning such as lecturers sending e-mail 

communications, alerting students or get reading materials and assignment on the 

internet. Students can also view examination timetables online. However, there is 

still no facility for examinations to be written online.” 

It is clear that the institution has no clear policy on e-learning. If it is there, then it has not 

been cascaded to ICT technician and lecturers. It is therefore difficult to have collaborative e-

learning when the policies on e- learning are not clear to implementers. Apparently these 

findings fitted well with the observations made on the institutions’ website. There is nothing 

to suggest that some form of collaborative e-learning had taken off. Even the virtual region 

students received assignments, registered and viewed examination time tables online. 

However when it comes to the writing of examinations students went to designated centers. 

This further suggests that e-learning is yet to be adopted in the institution 

 

Lack of preparedness 

Another factor that impedes the implementation of collaborative e-learning in the institution 

is lack of preparedness. While it was observed that there were many computers in the region 

they were not networked to facilitate collaboration among regions. Furthermore the 

institution had no infrastructure to aid virtual classrooms such as web-cameras to facilitate 

video conferencing, group discussions and tutoring. This tends to suggest that e-learning was 

far from taking off and that the university was not yet ready to use the internet to facilitate 

learning. The suggested facilities would facilitate the implementation of collaborative e-

learning.  
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Institution culture 

It was found that the culture of the organisation impeded the implementation of collaborative 

e-learning. It seems that the university is not making a deliberate effort to implement 

collaborative e-learning. One lecturer confirmed this and made the following comment,” The 

culture of e-learning is lacking .We resort to using print materials”. It was also observed that 

as soon as the students complete their registration, they received printed modules and tutorial 

letters. Only students in the virtual region received modules and tutorial letters online. A 

combination of the minimal use of the internet to facilitate learning as well as the 

organisations reliance on the use of print materials may hinder the implementation of 

collaborative e-learning.  

Other Institution related factors. 

In addition to the institutional factors revealed in this research, other factors that include lack 

of connectivity and power cuts made collaborative e-learning difficult to implement. 

Furthermore some of the computers were out dated. It was also observed that computer in the 

laboratory took long to access the internet and to download academic documents. These 

factors may be impediments in the event that a tutor wants to hold a group discussion. Power 

cuts which frequently occur due to load shedding may hinder the implementation of 

collaborative e-learning. These may occur during discussions or before group discussions. 

The power cuts may disturb the planned programme as well as frustrating the students and 

the lecturer. It has also been observed that the connection to the internet was down on three 

occasions during the study period for duration of one to two days. This could also be a 

hindrance to effective implementation of collaborative e-learning in the institution.  

Student related factors. 

The study also revealed that some students lacked competences in the use of computers to an 

extent that some students fail to word process their own documents. Some students were 

never exposed to the use of computers. One student, a teacher, echoed that, “The president 

has donated a number of computers to our school, but they are gathering dust because we 

cannot use them.” While some students interviewed indicated that they were computer 

literate, their literacy levels were very low. They had never utilised facilities such as 

teleconferencing. A few in executive posts were familiar with teleconferencing. This tends to 

suggest that lack of competences on the part of the student body could also hinder the 

implementation of collaborative e-learning. 
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The study also revealed that in the Midlands region of Zimbabwe, bandwidth is a luxury 

which cannot be attained by the average citizen because of prohibitive costs of internet 

services in the country. However, it was also observed that some students had smart cell 

phones which are capable of downloading some documents but most students cannot afford 

airtime to facilitate this because of the economic environment. Network challenges, 

especially in remote and rural areas also proved to be a drawback in the provision of internet 

services thereby hampering collaborative e-learning. This finding tally with that of Cantons 

(2004) and Hovens, (2000) who allude to the fact that connectivity in tertiary institutions in 

Africa is too little and too expensive. The ZOU students’ also study and access internet 

connectivity at different times leading to frustration of both the lecture and the student. This 

reduces spontaneous interaction between students.  Similar findings by Rettie (2003); Sallnas 

(2004) and Romero’s (2010) revealed that time zone differences and to the reduced level of 

cues within the social activity and context can frustrate the students and lectures. It therefore 

becomes difficult to plan for collaborative e-learning activities where students can conference 

and participate in discussions with their lecturers. The following comments were made by the 

students participants; 

“I work during the day and study during the night.” 

“I’m busy throughout the week at work.” 

“There is no electricity where I live.” 

These statements tend to suggest that it would be difficult to plan for collaborative e-learning 

to facilitate group discussions. At the same time, students also revealed that they read the 

modules at different paces. These different levels make it difficult for them to make an input 

in the discussion.  

CONCLUSION 

The study sought to examine the factors that militate against the implementation of 

collaborative e learning in the Zimbabwe Open University, Midlands’s campus. It was 

observed that these factors emanated from the lecturers, the institution and the students. 

Although lecturers and students had the desire to implement collaborative e-learning, the 

study revealed that they lacked competencies, infrastructure, financial resources and clear 

policies to implement collaborative e- learning. Furthermore, most of the ZOU Midlands 

campus students are in the working environment as a result it would make it difficult to 

coordinate collaborative e-learning activities as students find it difficult to make time within 

their busy schedules for this.  



JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL ACADEMIC RESEARCH FOR MULTIDISCIPLINARY 
Impact Factor 1.393, ISSN: 2320-5083, Volume 1, Issue 10, November 2013 

 

48 
www.jiarm.com 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

 The institution needs to have a clear policy on the implementation of e-learning and 

collaborative e learning.  

 There is need to have a well planned programme of collaborative learning activities. 

 Lecturers and students need to be equipped with e-learning and International 

Computer Driving License (ICDL) skills. 

 All the computers in different regions should be networked throughout the institution 

to facilitate collaborative e learning.  

 Provide resources for infrastructural development and equipment to facilitate 

collaborative e learning 

 There is need for more research which covers the whole institution in order to 

generalise the results to the institution.  
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