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Abstract

Purpose — Online learning has come to stay in a technologically advancing world with increasing populations.
The search for ways to make online learning more efficient and effective in some developing countries
continues as the accompanying issues in developing country contexts abound. This paper explores the issues
that underlie online learning management in a developing country context, focusing on the Moodle, Sakai and
Zoom platforms used in some selected public universities in Ghana.

Design/methodology/approach — The study relied on the qualitative approach to data collection and a
descriptive design for analysis. Using the social constructivism theory, the paper discussed the critical issues
students, and to a lesser extent, instructors encounter in their engagement on these platforms for academic
learning.

Findings — The study found that the inefficient use of these platforms is due to several factors including the
high cost of data, poor perception of the quality of online learning compared to traditional in-person contacts,
poor attitude of students, low participation in online learning, lack of computers and poor internet connectivity
among others.

Research limitations/implications — It is important to mention that this study was limited to some selected
public universities in Ghana. Data could have been collected from a wider sample including other Ghanaian
tertiary institutions or some other developing countries. The similarity of study outcomes in other developing
countries, however, suggests that similar results would have been obtained in an international sample.
Practical implications — Despite the robustness of the Learning Management systems in place, the evidence
suggests that their utilisation is far less than optimal. However, with relevant policies and the provision of
needed technical support, training, provision of equipment like computers for use by both students and
instructors and efficient internet connectivity, the LMS platforms could be more efficient for online learning.
Originality/value — The authors conducted this research using original data from interviews in the selected
public universities in Ghana. The data was meant to inform the discussion on some of the critical issues that
underlie online learning in a developing country context. Although the study relied on data from selected public
universities in a single country, its outcomes reflect fundamental issues of online learning in a developing
country context which find relevance in available study outcomes.
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Introduction

Online teaching and learning have been integral to higher education delivery globally (Alj,

2020; Ayu, 2020). Online learning refers to using new multimedia technologies and the -
Internet to afford learning opportunities for many students in different locations. Its Vol. 38 No. 7, 2024
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implementation eases pressure on the already overstretched facilities and services through ~ ©Emeraid Publishing Limitcd
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distant exchanges, virtual learning and collaboration (Ali, 2020; Castro and Tumibay, 2021;  por1011081EM.01-2024-0050
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JEM Dumford and Miller, 2018; Sarker et al., 2019). In more advanced countries, online learning
387 plays a significant part in academic learning and lesson delivery in many of their higher
’ education institutions (Bregar et al, 2022; Renu, 2021). Online learning platforms in the
developed world are generally both efficient and effective due to well-designed and
maintained systems and programmes that promote and enhance online learning (Batd ef al.,
2023; Jena et al., 2021; Singh et al., 2021).
1904 This mode of delivery of higher education has recently become more popular in higher
education institutions in most developing countries but not without some challenges
(Barrot et al., 2021; Lemay et al., 2021; Mukhtar et al., 2020). The reason for embracing
online learning is in part, to widen educational possibilities and opportunities for many
people, but also to make up for the extraneous factors including the lack of facilities to
accommodate high student numbers, that hamper access to higher education for many
qualified people (Sharma and Alvi, 2021; Eltahir, 2019). Globally, there emerged a refocus
on the development and use of e-learning infrastructure for educational delivery during
the Covid and immediate post Covid era (Aulakh et al., 2023; Qiao et al., 2021; Sharma and
Alvi, 2021; Thaba-Nkadimene, 2020). These online systems have been maintained and
further upgraded in some higher educational institutions as a model for enhancing
teaching and learning convenience and for accommodating larger student enrolment. In
developing countries, however, while some higher educational institutions have made
decent progress in the development, deployment and use of online infrastructure to
support learning and lesson delivery since the Covid period, others are still struggling with
online learning technologies both in their appreciation and effective deployment and use of
online systems for efficient educational training (Adekanmbi et al., 2021; Kamysbayeva
et al., 2021; Khan et al., 2022; Nuseir et al., 2021; Zarei and Mohammadi, 2022). The effort to
introduce computers and network higher educational institutions in developing countries
for online learning is still ongoing (Mathrani ef al., 2022; Panigrahi ef al., 2018; Owen ef al.,
2020; Wang et al, 2023). However, the use of the Internet and computers remains
rudimentary in most parts of Africa and student participation in online learning is far from
satisfactory (Jamil and Muschert, 2023; Rafique et al., 2023).

In Ghana, for example, public universities have responded positively to the need for the
deployment of online learning tools including Learning Management Systems (LMS) such
as Moodle and Sakai among others, to ensure that learning continues progressively (Addo
et al., 2022; Adarkwah, 2021). However, there are challenges to their effective deployment
(Botchwey, 2024; Adekanmbi et al., 2021; Aboagye et al., 2021; Sarpong et al., 2021). Online
learning does not provide the opportunity to have face-to-face interaction with the
instructor which is very significant for establishing a bond between the student and the
instructor (Gherhes, Stoian, Farcasiu and Stanici, 2021; Sjelie et al, 2022). Some of
the challenges include the absence of computers for students and sometimes skilled and
experienced teachers, the high cost of internet data, hardware issues, and internet
connectivity problems that frequently disrupt course delivery among others (Tabiri et al.,
2022; Zarei and Mohammadi, 2022). There is no gainsaying that online learning has come
to stay to complement traditional in-person teaching and learning in higher academic
institutions globally (Ayu, 2020; Castro and Tumibay, 2021). There is an emerging rethink
and refocus on the importance of the development of online learning in some developing
countries (Hove and Dube, 2021; Nyambuya et al., 2021; Tumwesige, 2020; Yildirim et al.,
2021). While some higher academic institutions are beginning to realise the imperative for
a better focus on online learning, especially post-COVID-19, some have taken the initial
steps, yet also, others have made significant progress in the investment in online learning
infrastructure including periodic training of faculty, staff and students on how to
effectively utilise online learning to achieve academic career goals (Akhter et al, 2022;
Ndibalema, 2022; Palvia et al, 2018). This reveals a gap in online learning in most
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developing countries and Ghana specifically, due to the non-availability of Palviarobust International

online learning infrastructure, weak technical skills and support systems for effective ]Ourn_al of
online deployment, inadequate training of instructors and students and non-availability of Educational
computer devices for use to make online learning more effective in developing countries Management

(Abdulmajeed et al., 2020; Zarei and Mohammadi, 2022). This study, therefore, becomes

important in several ways; (1) It seeks to explain the challenges of students in selected

public universities in Ghana in their use of the Learning Management systems (LMS), (2) 1905
How these challenges affect the quality of education in a developing country context and
(3) Presents the way forward to improving online learning in a developing country context.
In the main, the study seeks to address the following issues: (1) Why are the LMS
Platforms; Moodle, Sakai and Zoom not being efficiently utilised to learn in the selected
Universities in Ghana? (2) What are the germane issues in online learning in these
Universities? (3) What are the prospects for online learning in a developing country
context?

The rest of the sections focus on a literature review that supports the issues under
consideration, the methods including sampling procedures and data analysis methods, the
presentation of the results, the discussion and implications for practice and policy, limitations
of the study and direction for future research and conclusion.

Literature review

Online learning has become increasingly relevant in higher educational institutions after
COVID-19, particularly due to the advancement of technology and the need to broaden access
to higher education for the ever-increasing demand because of population increases around
the world. The selected Universities are some of the public universities in Ghana that have
embraced online learning in academic service delivery. The objective of this literature review
is to explore and highlight the issues, challenges and prospects of online learning from a
diverse perspective for proper contextualisation of the study.

General perspectives of online learning

There have been several studies conducted on online learning and the prospects and
challenges associated with it (Miiller and Mildenberger, 2021; Zhang et al., 2022; Dhawan,
2020). Lin et al. (2017) looked at the effects of online learning on learning motivation and
learning outcomes. The findings of their study showed that online learning presents more
positive effects on learning motivation than traditional teaching and utilizes the advantages
of online learning to develop practicable teaching strategies for teaching effectiveness.
Rasheed et al. (2020) examined the challenges in the online component of blended learning and
student experiences. The purpose of their study was to measure the factors that affect the use
of online learning and its effects on students based on three variables. These variables include
time, technology, and workload. Apart from the unwillingness of teachers to include
technology in face-to-face teaching, they also found that the challenge of educational
institutions lies in the provision of suitable technology for online learning. Blundell ef al
(2016) investigated online learning in schools, arguing that the transformation of teacher
practice and online learning remains unrealised, attributing it to a range of challenges
associated with intrinsic and extrinsic influences argued not to be well conceptualised. The
study concluded that the integration of online technologies in teaching and learning globally
to transform schooling has not been widely realised. Teo and Divakar (2021) explore the gaps
between traditional learning and mobile learning. The study concluded that students should
be encouraged to adopt collaborative problem-solving learning styles while emphasizing the
need to provide access to electronic materials to make online learning more effective.
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JEM The underpinnings for online learning
387 Online learning offers several benefits to students. This includes flexibility in learning,
’ convenience, access to a wide range of resources, and the ability to collaborate with peers and
instructors (Almahasees ef al., 2021; Paudel, 2021). Online learning also provides students
with the opportunity to engage in active academic work, which can enhance their critical
thinking and problem-solving skills (Wediyantoro et al., 2020). Several studies have examined
1906 the benefits of online learning in universities around the world. For example, a study by
Algahtani and Rajkhan (2020) found that online learning had a positive impact on student’s
academic performance and their overall satisfaction with the learning experience. The
underpinnings for online learning can be seen in various ways. First, it allows for flexibility in
terms of scheduling and location. Students can access course materials, participate in
discussions and take part in lectures from any location, at any time, if they have an internet
connection. This flexibility is particularly important for students who often have other
commitments such as work and family responsibilities. Furthermore, a meta-analysis of 99
studies by Means and Neisler (2021) found that online learning had a significantly positive
effect on students’ achievement in comparison to traditional classroom instruction. Second,
online learning is believed to have promoted student engagement and active learning.
According to a study by Namestovski and Kovari (2022) students learning online spend more
time engaging in course materials than their face-to-face counterparts. This is because online
courses often incorporate interactive activities such as quizzes, discussions, and multimedia
that encourage active learning. Online learning also provides access to a wider range of
learning resources. Online courses often provide students with access to virtual libraries,
databases, and other educational materials that they may not have access to otherwise. This
is particularly beneficial for students who need to conduct extensive research for their thesis
and dissertations.

Challenges of online learning

Despite the numerous benefits of online learning, there are also some challenges associated with its
implementation. Panigrahi ef al (2018) identified issues such as technical difficulties, students’ lack
of motivation and the need for instructor training as some of the challenges of implementing online
learning strategies. The absence of face-to-face interaction can lead to feelings of isolation and
disengagement among students. Ahmed and Opoku (2022) point out that students studying online
are more likely to drop out of courses than their face-to-face counterparts. Another challenge is the
need for technical skills and support for students and instructors. Beyond the need for students to
have access to a computer, a stable internet connection and basic computer skills, (Aboagye et al.,
2021), the influence of the home environment has been identified as playing a role in student
motivation for effective participation in online learning in most developing countries (Dhingra
et al., 2021). The challenge for some students not having the necessary technical skills or access to
reliable internet connections (Dumbiri and Nwadiani, 2020), especially in some developing
countries continues to be a bane to the successful deployment of online learning in many of these
countries. In addition, technical difficulties such as server crashes, internet and power outages can
disrupt online learning.

The outcome of this review has highlighted several issues, challenges and prospects of
online learning from the global-to-sub-regional-to-country-specific perspectives. First, online
learning presents students with the opportunity for active online academic work and learning
skills and helps them develop independent and critical thinking and problem-solving skills
through collaborative learning. Second, apart from the generally underdeveloped nature of
online learning infrastructure in most higher institutions in developing countries, the
competence of instructors and students for effective utilisation of online learning platforms is
still developing. Other issues and benefits include flexibility, active learning and access to a
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wider range of resources. However, challenges such as poor motivation, poor student International

participation, erratic internet connectivity and power outages, inadequate technical skills and ]Ourn_al of
support systems for students and instructors alike, and the digital divide or non-availability Educational
of personal desktop and/or laptop computers leading to the over-reliance on mobile phones as Management

alternatives by the students, are some of the challenges confronting effective online learning
in the developing country contexts. The prospects point to the opportunity for more student
enrolment and the willingness to embrace and develop online learning infrastructure no 1907
matter how slow and incremental the case may be.

Social constructivism: A theoretical perspective

Social Constructivism was developed to complement the earlier behaviourist and cognitivist
theories. The Components of Social Constructivism are social interaction, zone of proximal
development, community of practice, scaffolding, cognitive apprenticeship, collaborative
learning, reflection and metacognition and knowledge construction (Sivan, 1986). This theory
posits that both students and teachers construct their understanding of the world through a
series of practical social experiences in which learners learn by doing, collaborating and
reflecting with others (Gergen, 2012). Lev Vygotsky, John Dewey, and Jean Piaget focused on
online teaching and learning as they described it to be a complex and interactive social
phenomenon between teachers and students (Picciano, 2021). To Dewey, the teacher provides
the social environment in which the learner can construct with others the knowledge necessary
to solve a problem. “Sociocognitive conflict”, which is one of the fundamental principles of
constructivism, asserts that cognitive conflicts lead to higher levels of reasoning and learning
and that such conflict arises out of the dynamics of social exchange when the learner sees
contradictions in their existing understanding and what they experience. Constructivists believe
that problem-based environments promote peer collaboration and the exchange of ideas, which
are major sources of cognitive conflicts (Piaget, 1970). Vygotsky posited that learning is
problem-solving and that the social construction of solutions to problems is the basis of the
learning process (Pardjono, 2016).

The current study mirrors the online learning experience of students from a developing
country context. The promise of the theory to explain the instructional design that enhances
collaboration and problem-solving looks more applicable in a well-designed and efficient
online educational delivery system that is effectively used. It leaves out the role of the
providers and managers of the system which is an integral part of the teaching and learning
system or infrastructure that needs to work efficiently to ensure that teaching and learning
run smoothly without major hindrances. Nevertheless, the theory has been used in many
developing countries for similar studies (Alismaiel ef al., 2022; Munuku et al., 2022). The
challenge for developing countries is not only inadequate training of both students and
instructors or lack of appreciation of the importance of online learning in a fast-growing
technological world. Beyond that, the increasing number of students with weak online
teaching and learning infrastructure makes online learning less effective, less interactive, less
collaborative and less preferable. This study extends the problem-solving inclination and
other frontiers of this theory to include all others in the online teaching and learning stream
who are responsible for ensuring that it works effectively to deliver sound teaching and
learning in a developing country context.

Methodology

Research design

The research employed the descriptive design to explain the experiences of students in their use
of online learning systems in a developing country context (Kim ef al., 2017; Siedlecki, 2020;
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JEM Rizvi and Nabi, 2021). This provided the basis for a careful description and explanation of the

387 views of students on the challenges and issues that confront them in their use of the online

’ learning system at the tertiary level in developing country settings. Personal face-to-face

interviews were held with students who have used the LMS Platforms in their studies at any

point from levels 100 to 400 of their learning experience of the selected public universities in

Ghana. This design offered the opportunity for the participants to freely express themselves by

1908 dispassionately responding to issues as much as they could. It also allowed the researcher to

probe further with follow-up questions to enrich the data for an in-depth discussion of the issues

and challenges that confront students in their use of the LMS for learning (Zadkowska ef al.,

2022). With the above, therefore, the issues and challenges of student use of the online system
were fully discussed in appreciable detail.

Research setting

The study was conducted in selected Public Universities located in Greater Accra, the capital
city of Ghana. The 2021 Population and Housing Census (PHC) puts Greater Accra’s
population at 5,455,692 with one of the highest inter-censual growth rates of 2.9, and with 91.7
of its total population living in urban centres (PHC, 2021). Accra is among Africa’s largest
cities in a region undergoing one of the continent’s fastest rates of urbanization and is home to
five of Ghana’s public universities (GTEC, 2024). Rapid immigration, both from the
countryside and from other West African countries (Schans et al., 2018; Farrell, 2017; Owusu
and Oteng-Ababio, 2015), coupled with inadequate and overwhelmed facilities have
increased pressure on public facilities including the demand for increased enrolment for
thousands of applicants in higher educational institutions in Ghana (Anarfi et al., 2020; Danso
et al., 2021). This phenomenon, which is characteristic of most developing countries, is
expected to continue. Given the city’s role within Ghana, it can only be projected that Accra
will see continued growth well into the future with implications for all sectors and spheres of
the country including education.

Data collection and sampling strategy

Participants were purposively sampled (Campbell et al, 2020) from all undergraduate
students of Levels 100 to 400 of the selected public universities in Ghana. The sampling
strategy was purposive to the extent that respondents would have had some experiences
with the use of the LMS and those identified as such were randomly selected because they
are a homogenous sample within the selected institution. In all, thirty-six (36) students
were sampled and interviewed in-person or face-to-face (DEWI, 2021; Muthanna, 2019;
Pagliarin et al., 2023), twelve (12) from each institution and three (3) across all levels
(Boddy, 2016). Data reached saturation (Braun and Clarke, 2021) at various stages in the
institutions (9th, 7th, and 8th) where views no longer varied significantly, but the rest were
still interviewed to make sure that all experiences and students who needed more time to
make up their minds to be interviewed were given the opportunity. The students
interviewed were enrolled on the LMS platforms and had first-hand experiences of their
advantages and challenges for learning and examination. They also took part in lectures
via Zoom. The questions asked were similar and couched around the issues and challenges
of students on the use of the online system for learning and what can be done to reduce the
challenges and improve student participation and performances. A semi-structured
interview guide was used to conduct the interviews (Kallio ef al, 2016). Open-ended
questions were used in which respondents were required to demonstrate their
understanding of the issues and challenges with the use of the LMS and Zoom
platforms for learning and lesson delivery. As a result, participants were allowed to
express themselves freely during the interviews. Follow-up questions were asked where
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necessary, but leading questions were avoided as much as possible. All interviews were International

conducted with participants on the University campuses. Each interview lasted between ]Ourn_al of
30 and 40 min (Maxwell et al., 2022; Okediran et al., 2020). However, towards the end of the Educational
interviews, interactions lasted 10-25 min when there were no longer new issues and Management

challenges raised. The interview time and venue were scheduled for the convenience of the
participants (DeJonckheere and Vaughn, 2019). All interviews were audio recorded and
later transcribed verbatim, coded and then quoted accordingly in the results section of this 1909
study. Table 1 shows a distribution of the sample and its characteristics.

Data analysis

Thematic analysis was used for this study. This is a method of analysing qualitative data
that involves reading through a set of data and looking for patterns in the meaning of the
data to find themes (Clarke and Braun, 2017; Terry et al., 2017). It allows for a wider
analysis of all pertinent data (Snowden and Atkinson, 2012). Transcripts were read several
times to gain a full sense of the participant’s understanding of the issues (Castleberry and
Nolen, 2018; Peterson, 2019). These transcripts were then coded by reading through line by
line and assigning a word or phrase that accurately captured the essence of the data
(Trainor and Bundon, 2021). Questions such as “What are the perceptions of students on
the effectiveness of the LMS Platforms for learning”? “What are some of the challenges in
the use of the LMS platforms for learning”? and “How can the LMS platforms be made more
effective for learning”? were asked. Through this process, some of the codes generated
such as poor internet connectivity, high cost of data, lack of computers, and ineffective
student participation among others were grouped under challenges while some such as
multitasking opportunities and the convenient nature of the online learning, were grouped
as benefits or advantages. Similar codes were grouped, re-grouped and refined to generate
themes which were meaningful as issues and challenges of the use of the LMS platforms. It
is considered that responses on issues and challenges of the use of the LMS platforms for
learning and lesson delivery were reported during interviews conducted under prescribed
research ethics and faithfully represented the true reflections of the respondents. This
process allowed for the identification and categorisation of themes for the analysis (Crowe
et al., 2015; Green et al., 2007). To ensure that the study accurately depicts the views of
respondents and therefore dealing with issues of subjectivity and author biases, the views
were recorded and transcribed verbatim and quoted where necessary in the results section
while the discussion was anchored on the data and supported with relevant literature.

Sample Gender Level (L) Age bracket Frequency
Institution distribution Male Female 20-25 26-30 31+ Male Female
Institution 1 12 4 8 3eachof L123 7 4 1
and 4
Institution 2 12 6 6 3eachof L123 8 3 1
and 4
Institution 3 12 7 5 3each of L1,23 6 3 3
and 4
Total Sample 36 17 19
Percentage 47 53 Table 1.
(100%) Sample distribution
Source(s): Field Data and characteristics
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JEM Results
387 This section presents the research findings. The purpose of the study was to discuss the

effects of online learning on students in developing country contexts focusing on some
selected Public Universities in Ghana. Generally, the findings point to frustrations due to the
exorbitant cost of internet data, inconsistent and disruptive internet connectivity, and
ultimately, poor student participation in online learning. However, online learning on many
1910 occasions has proven to be convenient by helping to save time and transportation costs.

Challenges in the use of the learning management system and Zoom Platforms for learning
The views of students on the Learning Management System and Zoom platforms revealed
some critical issues. Three themes emerged from the coding: negative perception, ineffective
use of the learning management system and Zoom platforms, and negative attitude toward
online learning.

Perceptions. The findings have revealed that the perceptions expressed by the students
towards online learning were due to their experience with the use of the school’s LMS and
Zoom platforms.

I didn’t understand a whole lot during online classes, and I spoke to some of my mates and so far, they
don’t like the idea of online classes. (PI, Respondent 9)

I'm a serious student but if you ask me about these online classes (chuckled) it’s not an interesting
thing or an encouraging platform to study as university students. (PI, Respondent 7)

Students have different perceptions; some students think that it’s okay, some also think negatively
while others also think it is data-consuming. (PI, Respondent 6)

Generally, it was evident that most of the participants shared negative perceptions or
experiences with the online learning system due to some factors including poor internet
connectivity, difficulty in submitting examination scripts, and technical hitches. The positive
side expressed had to do with the convenient nature of online learning.

Attitude. The findings also revealed that online learning makes students develop a lazy
attitude towards learning. According to these students, the online learning system itself is a
lazy approach to learning and makes them lazy.

Online learning makes me very lazy. It makes me lazy because I don’t have to move from my bed to be
in class. (PI, Respondent 4)

... 0k so to be very honest this online learning makes me very lazy, especially this semester. I became
very lazy because I find it frustrating. (P, Respondent 7)

Perception-wise, students think it’s a lazy approach. (PI, Respondent 8)

The findings of this study fall in line with Turner’s (2020) study in which he suggested that
many students lack motivation for online learning.

Advantages of the use of the learning management system and Zoom Platforms for learning
Online learning also presents some advantages for students which was generally
acknowledged. Some themes emerged through coding. They include multitasking
opportunities and the convenient nature of the online learning system.

Multitask opportunity. Some students saw learning through the LMS and Zoom platforms
as opportunities for multitasking which helps build their capacity and resilience.

Because I can still have the time to listen to the lecturer and do other stuff, let’s say someone who is
working part-time to support him or her pay the school fees can have time to work and school at the
same time. I do not need to stop working to school. (PI, Respondent 1)
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I think it’s very effective in the sense that you can do a lot of things at the same time as compared to International

face-to-face learning. With face-to-face learning, you would have to listen and make eye contact with Journal of
the lecturer for him to know that oh you're paying attention. But with the online teaching and Educational
learning, you can listen and record the class at the same time for future reference. (PI, Respondent 5) Management

Convenience. The findings also pointed to some convenience in the use of the LMS Platforms.

So, it is convenient because you can be in the house, relax and still be listening to lectures but you can’t
do that in the lecture room. So, it’s convenient for both Lecturers and Students. (PI, Respondent 2) 1911

I think it is convenient. With online learning, I can be in the comfort of my room, or my bed and I can
easily access a class and study materials. (P, Respondent 5)

This was confirmed by the findings of Poole (2000) that students participated in online
discussions at the times which are most convenient to them, such as on weekends, and
accessed the online course from their home computers, which was the place most convenient
to them.

Other Germain Issues affecting the use of the Moodle and Zoom Platforms for Learning in
a developing country Context.

Some challenges affect the use of the LMS and Zoom platforms in a developing country
context. The themes that emerged through coding include the exorbitant cost of data, poor
internet connectivity, difficulty in submitting exam scripts, low-class participation and the
frustrating nature of the online learning system generally.

Exorbitant cost of data. A major theme that ran through the responses of the participants
was the high cost of data in the use of the online system. This has affected students’
participation in the online learning system variously. The study found that students were not
able to join the online learning platform due to their inability to buy data or their data running
out during course delivery.

Ooh okay, I can’t say one, but I will say all the online platforms that we use require a lot of data. (PI,
Respondent 2)

Data for online learning is too expensive .. .. some students can’t join classes because they have
problems getting data. (PI, Respondent 4)

“Some also think it's data-consuming” and “expensive using online studies platforms”. (PI,
Respondent 9)

This theme explains that students generally think or believe that the online learning system is
costly.

Poor internet connectivity and lack of personal computers. This theme suggests that poor
internet connectivity is another challenge students encounter during the use of online
learning platforms. The study found that poor internet connectivity is one negative effect of
online learning of students in these selected public universities in Ghana. According to these
participants, poor internet connectivity was a major challenge and made it impossible to join
some online classes. They also mentioned the lack of personal computers at home and in
school to enable them to effectively participate in online learning.

I'would have to wait in the waiting room for a very long time because the Lecturers’ internet was not
good enough. (PI, Respondent 2)

One challenge has to do with getting data and a stable network. I think that’s one thing students
complain about, and then I think that’s all. (PI, Respondent 4)

Some of us don’t have personal computers at home and in school, you can see we do not have
computers we can walk in at any time and use for our learning. So, the online learning is very difficult
for some of us (PI, Respondent 5)

Downloaded from http://www.emerald.com/ijem/article-pdf/38/7/1903/9511820/ilem-01-2024-0059.pdf by Ghana Communication Technology University user on 12 September 2025



JEM These participants point to poor internet connectivity and lack of computers as major
387 challenges underlying the online learning system of the University. According to these
’ respondents, the system keeps logging them out intermittently, making them lose out on
most of the things taught by their facilitators.
Low student participation. Low-class participation was found to be the outcome of poor
internet connectivity and a lack of computers. Some of these themes were captured in the
1912 following views.

[ will log in and the thing will log me out, sometimes the internet will just go off and I will end up
missing classes. Sometimes too I don’t even participate at all because the network will just go off. (PI,
Respondent 3)

Students are so reluctant when it comes to joining classes, they find all sorts of excuses of missing
classes. So, I think they find it ineffective. (PI, Respondent 5)

I remember we were writing our interim assessment on the LMS, and the internet went off. The
system marked and gave us scores, but we didn’t finish the quiz. We were made to write in person to
make it up. So, the challenges are real. (Respondent 7)

The issue of poor internet connectivity and a lack of personal and institutional computers
partly accounts for students’ inability to effectively participate in online learning.

Prospects for online learning in developing country contexts. The need for continued
improvement in online learning infrastructure in developing countries was found to be
critical since informants believed that online learning has come to stay in developing
countries as an alternative at best or complementary at least depending on the situation to the
traditional in-person approach.

I think that using the LMS and Zoom Platforms, even though some of us have challenges right now
when we have data and the internet is working well, is good for us. I can study for my degree while
working. I do not need to incur transportation costs and all the inconveniences coming to school.
(Respondent 11)

[ was sick at some point with an airborne disease. I couldn’t come to school. It was a health risk to
even try to come to school. But while at home, I was doing my work, downloading the course
materials, and submitting my work on the LMS. I cannot do that if  must be on campus for the face-
to-face approach. (Respondent 8)

The way technology is moving fast if we have computers and better internet, many more people will
enrol on online learning because it is convenient. It is now very difficult to raise money. So, if you can
work and school at the same time through online learning, it will be very good for many people and
the school will also make money because we will be able to pay our fees. (Respondent 12)

The prospects for online learning are clear for both the institutions of higher learning and
students as opportunities for resource mobilisation and convenience are available for both the
institutions and students respectively.

Discussion and implications

Online learning is a practice embraced globally in higher institutions of learning (Mhlanga
et al., 2022), affording many people from around the world the opportunity to benefit from
higher education more flexibly, reducing the cost of obtaining a degree and allowing students
to develop their careers while furthering their education at the same time. It has allowed
Universities to enrol many more students (Patra et al., 2024; Castro and Tumibay, 2021)
without the need for physical infrastructural expansion to accommodate students in lecture
halls. In many developing countries, the infrastructure for effective online learning remains
woefully inadequate (Zarei and Mohammadi, 2022; Kundu and Bej, 2021), as the perception of
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its effectiveness is still in question. The objective of this study was to discuss the critical International

issues that underlie online learning in a developing country context, using some selected ]Ourn_al of
public universities in Ghana, focusing on the Moodle and Zoom platforms as they remain the Educational
dominant online platforms mostly depended upon for online learning and student Management

assessments in these Institutions. The study is guided by the Social Constructivism theory

which posits that both teachers and students construct their understanding of the world and

describe it as a complex and interactive social phenomenon (Picciano, 2021). In this complex 1913
academic interaction, there are challenges and opportunities with critical effects on the
ultimate objective of effective academic online learning. The study revealed issues reflexive
of developing country contexts including negative perception of the online approach to
academic work, poor attitude by students towards online learning, high cost of data, low
students’ participation in online learning, poor internet connectivity and absence of
computers for students. Respondents generally agreed that poor internet connectivity
impedes effective learning through the LMS platforms and so many students miss out on
online classes. Without access to effective internet connectivity, students lose out on
information or lose out on a direct line of communication with schools and teachers (Lynch,
2017). This situation exacerbates the negative perception of students on the effectiveness of
online learning (Abbasi et al., 2020). The study’s finding that the high cost of data is a
demotivator of online learning and technical issues including poor internet connectivity,
weak technical skills for effective learning on the LMS and Zoom platforms and lack of
technical support are aligned with the theoretical and empirical literature on online learning
(Nabila et al, 2021; Aikina and Bolsunovskaya, 2020; Sinha and Bagarukayo, 2019).
Perceptions of students that online learning plays second fiddle to the in-person approach
(Saleh et al., 2021; Agung et al., 2020; Fahruddin et al., 2022; Martin et al., 2020) partly
explained by some of the preceding reasons, including the loss of interpersonal interactions
associated with the in-person learning approach were raised as issues affecting the
effectiveness of the use of the LMS and Zoom platforms. For example, Hatsu (2020) argued
that many facilitators used different online learning tools and platforms, which consume a lot
of data and are outside the zero-rated data university online facility. The study is also in line
with evidence from the findings of Agormedah et al (2020) that lack of internet access and
computers in homes affect the progress of online learning.

The effective use of the LMS in these Universities is further derailed by some students’
inability to pay their school fees as a requirement for access to the system. The written
interim assessment, which constitutes 20% of the total 40% of the overall interim
assessment in one of the Universities is usually done using the LMS or in person and this is
usually done in the seventh week of the semester. The most effective and efficient way of
going around this continuous assessment component is through the LMS, especially when
the student numbers are huge, sometimes between 2,000 and 4,000 students. However, due
to various reasons often given by students, including unfavourable economic conditions,
delayed scholarship disbursements, and loss of guardians/parents, among others, many
students are unable to meet the deadlines for payment of school fees to give them access to
the LMS to take part in the exams. All these factors render the LMS under-utilised and less
effective as an alternative to the in-person approach. The study’s findings also revealed
that learning through the LMS makes students develop a lazy attitude towards learning.
According to these students, the online learning system is a lazy learning approach. This is
in tandem with other studies which suggest that online learning could lack the necessary
motivation students need for effective learning (Saleh and Alim, 2021; Zaitun et al., 2021;
Turner, 2020). It is also explained in the socio-cultural context of Ghana in the developing
country context. The perception that online learning plays second fiddle to the traditional
in-person learning approach in terms of the quality of delivery, participation and value of
certificates partly explains the challenges in the adoption and utilisation of the online
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JEM learning approach in Ghana and other developing countries (Agyekum, 2023; Kumi-
387 Yeboah and Amponsah, 2023; Mathrani et al., 2022).
’ There is a positive side to it as well. This includes flexibility to complete assignments at
the time that is most convenient to students, advancement of education while working,
reduced cost because students do not need to commute to attend lectures, more free time
because of the freedom for students to use their time at will, increased course variety of
1914 education options. Students can enrol in the courses they are most interested in, availability of

career advancement opportunities because students can continue working while pursuing
academic credentials, increased collaboration through virtual group work and meetings,
personalised education through participation in online discussions by mostly less assertive
students, enhanced time management and online learning convenience (Guzman et al., 2021;
Alghamdi ef al.,, 2020; Bringman-Rodenbarger and Hortsch, 2020). The study revealed that
students get the opportunity to multi-task during online lectures. They engage in other
activities such as working and learning at the same time, studying course materials while
working, using social media, and browsing the internet, among others while learning online
(Lepp et al, 2019). That may be practically unacceptable during in-person lectures. The
challenge with this is that, without the required level of motivation or inspiration either
intrinsically or extrinsically, the students are likely to do other things rather than focusing on
online learning. While some may describe it as multi-tasking, others are likely to see the use of
social media, working and learning at the same time more as a distraction, diversionary and
antithesis to effective listening, co-construction and collaboration which are vital to effective
online learning. Despite the enormous advantages involved in online learning, the evidence
suggests that these advantages are not fully explored and utilised for learning in many
developing countries (Dumford and Miller, 2018; Zylfiu and Rasimi, 2020). The prospects for
online learning are also binary. Online learning offers opportunities in developing countries
to enrol more students generally but more especially those in the working class, adults who
would prefer online learning because of family and other reasons. It also offers opportunities
for these universities to enrol more students due to limited infrastructure for in-person
learning, and the desire to raise more money through student fees for the running of these
universities which usually struggle to raise funding from alternative sources. This compels
them to rely almost entirely on student fees for their operations. Its flexibility, accessibility,
opportunity for a wider selection of programmes by students, and customised learning
experience and cost-effectiveness, present online learning in developing countries, which are
characterised by the lack of adequate school infrastructure to contain high student
enrolment, inadequate public funding for the operations of institutions of higher learning as a
viable alternative or complement to the traditional in-person learning approach (Oleksiienko
et al., 2020; Simamora et al., 2020). Beyond this global prospect, the recognition of online
learning by developing countries as a viable source of revenue for funding the operations of
these institutions of higher learning is a propellor for a more focus on needed infrastructural
development and training to make online learning more feasible, enhancing, and reliable for
higher education delivery in developing countries.

Implications for practice

There are practical and policy implications for the study. First, unfavourable or negative
perceptions by students of online learning stand to affect their motivation and involvement in
online academic activities. This is partly reflected in their low participation in online lectures
and discussions of an academic nature. The confidence of the students whose main lectures
are online is also likely to be affected compared to their colleagues on the regular in-person
stream. There is also likely to be a push for the test of system rigour and constant upgrade
into a world-class standard when their lacklustre attitude and participation in the existing
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system. Second, a negative perception, coupled with the high cost of data further exacerbates International

the challenges of deploying and effectively utilising online platforms, no matter the huge ]Ourn_al of
potential and educational and career-enhancing opportunities they may present. Third, Educational
institutional bottlenecks on the LMS, such as limiting accessibility to only students who have Management

paid their school fees, leave the system with self-inflicted limitations that do not enhance its

optimum usage for educational delivery. These students are unable to access course

materials and attempt quizzes that could earn them some marks and help in their preparation 1915
for end-of-semester examinations, and this presents another set of challenges for online
rigour and equality of opportunity for students. It also presents different challenges for those
who mostly engage in online learning due to their course structure and those in different
streams of the same academic programme. Fourth, attitudinal issues are sometimes complex
and complicated, especially when there are no strict compliance rules and effective
monitoring mechanisms to ensure effectiveness. Monitoring student participation in online
lectures can be particularly tasking in developing country contexts, and efforts to model
behaviour and attitudes for compliance can prove strenuous in terms of time, energy and
resources. The outcome of a poor attitude toward online learning is non-participation or
ineffective participation in online lectures, refusal to submit assignments and meeting
deadlines, among others, with the overall tendency to produce half-baked or poor-quality
graduates, which could have a long-term effect on the quality of education in a country.

Implications for policy

Generally, the LMS is a great online platform for sharing course materials and examinations,
especially for large numbers of students. The system can accommodate huge numbers and
grading with excellent security features. Despite its deployment and use by the selected
universities, especially during and post-COVID-19, evidence suggests that there is much
more to derive from these online learning systems than is currently the case. To enhance the
effective use of the LMS, there is the need for a grand policy to build a less disruptive online
infrastructure and internet system on the one hand, while equipping students and instructors
with all necessary tools such as computers and usage skills, readily available technical
support system including training and participation compliance mechanisms among others,
to make the LMS platforms such as the Moodle, Sakai and the Zoom as efficient as possible in
terms of their management and use for higher educational online learning anywhere in a
developing country context.

Limitations and direction for future research

This study focused on selected public universities in the Greater Accra Region of Ghana. In
as much as the selected universities adequately exemplify public universities in Ghana,
some public universities are in more deprived regions within the country with more
complex circumstances and challenges, including the absence of or critically less
developed online infrastructure, non-availability of technical support systems and data
affordability challenges for students and the lack of better qualified and experienced
online instructors. Its limitation to the city of Accra also denies the work some relevant
knowledge of the experiences of universities in other developing countries, especially
those of the closer West African neighbours. A comparative study of public and private
universities could have also presented knowledge of how some are getting it right while
others are not. This provides the basis for future research, which could explore a larger
sample to quantitatively analyse online learning comparatively, both involving
universities in two or more developing countries or those involving public and private
universities within the same country to understand the dynamics and challenges. A closer

Downloaded from http://www.emerald.com/ijem/article-pdf/38/7/1903/9511820/ilem-01-2024-0059.pdf by Ghana Communication Technology University user on 12 September 2025



JEM look into the public universities located in more deprived communities in a developing
387 country setting can also provide more insight into online learning in developing countries.
’ It also points to the need for a comparative study of online learning management in Ghana
with other developing countries to broaden understanding of their peculiar and common
challenges in developing country contexts. The online learning management in Ghana
could also be compared to brighter examples such as Kenya, the Philippines and Indonesia
1916 in terms of enrolment, infrastructural capacity and participation to illuminate the areas
that require more management attention and investment for effective online learning in

Ghana and other developing countries.

Conclusion

The study set out to address three major research questions. Question one sought to
examine why the LMS platforms are not being efficiently utilised to learn in the selected
Universities in Ghana. The students shared their experiences with the use of these online
platforms, citing poor internet connectivity, high cost of data, lack of personal computers,
poor perception and bad attitude toward online learning, lack of technical support and low
student participation in online course delivery among others. The second research
question was meant to find out what the germane issues in online learning in these
Universities are. Even though students complained about its use, the LMS Platforms
continue to provide a viable alternative to in-person learning as one of the best online
learning management systems in a Ghanaian University. Its usage convenience, especially
for non-regular students, is an advantage to this category of students who are workers and
those with special needs and preferences for online learning. It emerged that online
learning has created a chance for students to be abreast with online platforms as an added
advantage for personal technological development.

The findings revealed that learning through the online system also provided
multitasking opportunities. The category of students who are workers can work in the
office while participating in lectures to build a career and get a degree at the same time. The
third research question sought to uncover the prospects for online learning in a developing
country context. These students, especially the working class, students living in very
remote places and also married and older students, prefer the LMS Platforms for reasons of
cost reduction, convenience for work and family and more enrolment for people who
otherwise may not be able to study for the first time or further degrees with the traditional
in-person approach. It also offers the Universities the opportunity to mobilise resources
through more student enrolment to run the schools in mostly under-resourced Universities
in a developing country context since most of these universities rely heavily if not almost
entirely on student fees for the running of the universities. Online learning technologies are
gradually gaining momentum with modest investment into them by these universities.
With time therefore, the infrastructure for online learning is likely to be made more robust
and with more investment in internet infrastructure and with the right policies for student
participation in the LMS platforms, online learning will take centre stage beyond where it
is currently.
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