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Abstract

This thesis reports the process and findings of a case study research which aimed at
understanding how E-learning implementation was undertaken in higher education
institutions in the context of Vietnamese universities. A case study research using semi-
structured interviews was employed to generate qualitative data from three cases of E-
learning implementation theoretically chosen from Vietnamese universities. A new
configuration analysis approach was created to analyze and interpret the problematic issues
embedded in the context of organization, technology and teaching and learning influencing
the three sequenced stage process of implementation.

The research identified influential factors of contexts which are characterised by the
organization, technology and teaching and learning shape of the E-learning implementation
process in pre-implementation, implementation and post-implementation stages. The findings
illustrate that E-learning implementation was driven and constrained by contextual factors
interacting and interplaying with a process of implementation. Based on the findings, an
implementation framework for continuous E-learning implementation as part of blended
learning in Vietnamese universities was developed. This implementation framework proposes
a way in which E-learning implementation will be reached at an equilibrium point, where a
sustainability of implementation will be presented.

The study contributes to the body of E-learning implementation research that is shaping and
incorporating contextual factors into the implementation process. Methodologically, it
provides a configuration analysis tool which is tailored to the purpose of analysing data,
interpreting individual cases and doing cross-case analysis through a qualitative case study
research method. Theoretically, it provides a basis for practices in implementing E-learning,
and offers useful suggestions for educators in implementing a formal blended learning system
within the higher education sector. The framework of E-learning implementation and
associated suggestions presented in this study are expected to assist universities and
governments to play a more active role in the implementation of e-learning education to
improve the quality of training and institutional performance. The findings are expected to
contribute to sustaining E-learning implementation by better planning, organizing,
implementing, operating and monitoring regarding institutional policies and practices,
including investment in learning technologies, infrastructure, training and development and

support services for e-learning.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

1.1 Introduction

This research project is a qualitative discovery study focusing on the issue of E-learning
implementation with the aim of understanding how Vietnamese universities have
implemented E-learning within their academic and institutional environments. The result is
the identification of a set of factors that drive and constrain E-learning implementation within
three top ranked universities in the Vietnamese higher education system. Due to a lack of
prior empirical research on the interdisciplinary research of E-learning and in response to a
need for theoretical and practical framework in this area, the objective of the research is to
propose a conceptual framework of implementation, which has been largely neglected by
discipline of E-learning research in information technology/information system in general, in
E-learning particular. This chapter provides an overview by summarising the main
components of the study. The chapter begins with a discussion of the rationale for the study
and then introduces the problem of the research, which is followed by the background and
scope of the study. The introductory chapter then raises the research aims, objectives and
research questions, followed by the illustration of the methodological approach employed to
conduct the study. Finally, this introduction outlines the structure of the thesis.

1.2 Rationale of the study

The needs for this study might be clarified through the views of current research and
practices where the research had been conducted in a specific context. A further review of the
literature indicated that there is a vast number of research papers on E-learning published in
many academic disciplines. E-learning theories, models, development, strategy and policy at
both national and organizational levels have been introduced and contributed to development
of E-learning around the world. Scholars interested in E-learning research focus on inherent
issues and enclosed by three domains, including E-learning technology, organization and
pedagogy. It is also evident that most research papers related to E-learning usually draw from
one (maybe two) perspective(s) and, more importantly, have developed exclusively from one

perspective such as pedagogical or technological or organizational perspective.

Although E-learning is to be viewed as part of a university’s teaching and learning
environment, the mutual relationship between E-learning and other parts of the university

system should be addressed. For instance, if it is taken for granted that E-learning is a
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particular type of university information system, then the idea of the relationships which exist
between E-learning and other university information systems will also be taken for granted.
At the present time, few scholarly papers mentioning these relationships. Moreover, in
developing countries, most academic activities are implemented manually on paper. A
university system is to be likely operated independently from E-learning systems. Scholars in
these fields have introduced and developed the theory of “information system design for E-
learning” which is suitable for solving these practical problems (Jones and Gregor, 2006).
The information system design theory for E-learning seems likely to be adapted for the
context. The appropriate theory can give the right answers for two questions: (1) how
institutions of higher education effectively integrate an E-learning system into university
information system(s); and (2) how to avoid the risk of failure when developing an E-learning
system to promote teaching and learning. The authors argue that, even if we have a stronger
theoretical lens as a guide for implementing E-learning within an educational institution, it

may not be enough to ensure successful implementation.

The present researcher is interested in researching E-learning under the special conditions in
developing countries like Vietnam. However, there is very limited research relating to E-
learning, particularly its implementation in developing countries, and no studies had been
undertaken on E-learning implementation in Vietnamese higher education institutions. In a
study by Phan (2007), he found that E-learning was introduced and transferred to Vietnam
mainly on the technology side by installing and deploying software systems on the servers
located on campus. This initial research demonstrated the researcher’s view of the importance
of E-learning implementation in Vietnamese HE and its implementation, as being of national
significance, through the Vietnamese government resolution 49/CP that introduced ICT to the
national agenda and the recent Directive No. 9772/BGDBDT-CNTT that decrees ICT to be a
priority in educational reform (Do et al. 1996; Dang and Robertson, 2011). It is clear that
there is a need for contributing to the practice of E-learning by making it more effective in
the severely constrained context of Vietnam as a developing country, while E-learning

research in such a context seems to be neglected.
1.3 Background of the study

Although Information and Communication Technology (ICT) has been widely adopted in
Vietnamese education institutions for several years, it seems to be in the early stage of the
adoption process. A large majority of information system/information technology (1S/IT)

projects have failed because of implementation and organization. In the case of national
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project No.112, for instance, the stated project objective was right, but the implementation
failed (Quoc Thanh-Kiet Hung, 2007). Vietnamese scholars have explained that projects
failed due to poor management rather than technical factors. Following the Vietnamese
government policy of “Doi moi,”— renovation of the economic system — the higher
education system sought to meet the demands for renovation and improvement through
several IS/IT projects invested in, and implemented by, Vietnamese universities, and funded
by the state. Specifically, Vietnamese universities have introduced an E-learning system to
support teaching and learning for students.

However, the developing trend for the application of ICT in teaching and learning was halted
in 2006 and 2007, and the Vietnamese government intervened in the development and
application of ICT in the nation through several policies and strategies. As a result, in higher
education, driven by the October 2008 official letter No. 9772/BGDDT-CNTT of the
Vietnamese government, Vietnamese higher education institutions have developed IS/IT
projects to apply to ICT (Dang and Robertson, 2011). However, most IS/IT projects have not
gained the expected results. The question of how to systematically solve and improve the
performance of existing IT/IS projects needs to be addressed. More importantly, the key
question taken into account by managers is what principles and frameworks should be
applied to develop and invest effectively in IS/IT to support teaching and learning within
institutions of higher education. These requirements have led naturally to efforts to seek the
best practices and theoretical perspectives for developing the national education system to

efficiently exchange and integrate with the global and regional education systems.
1.4 Scope of the study

The research was limited to Vietnamese educational institutions of higher education in
Vietnam only. For reasons of accessibility, not all education institutions in geographical
regions in Vietnam were included in this study. The study was conducted in educational
institutions that had already implemented an E-learning system, which were acknowledged
and recognized by the public. Educational institutions with no E-learning were not included;
the reasons for non-E-learning implementation or factors affecting the uptake decision were
not explored. The group of educational institutions examined in this study is top ranked
universities within the Vietnam higher education system. In addition, the study did not
include analysis of actual budgets; financial operations and funding; technical work; or other

factors related to E-learning implementation.



The study examined E-learning implementation primarily at the organisational level, with the
aim of gaining a deeper understanding of how an education institution implements an E-
learning system as a blended system for its academic activities. The concept of E-learning
implementation conducted in this study is taken from a management perspective to examine
how E-learning may succeed or fail. More specifically, the study has focused on the
managerial functions of E-learning implementation, such as planning, organizing, leading and
monitoring E-learning implementation. Thus, it does not attempt to provide a detailed or
comprehensive picture of E-learning implementation in Vietnamese institutions of higher
education system. It was beyond the nature and intent of this research to describe detailed
technical and technological aspects of E-learning system implemented, as well as how E-
learning pedagogy is approached on an E-learning system. However, when pedagogical data
is available, it will be analysed to support the research findings and discussions.

1.5 Aim, objectives and research question

The phenomenon outlined above reveals the need for understanding and addressing
problematic issues associated with E-learning practices in Vietham. Given these challenges,
the overall aim of this study is to advance the understanding of E-learning implementation
within the context of Vietnamese higher education institutions. The research in this field is
appropriate for understanding the context of E-learning implementation in educational

settings in Vietnamese HE institutions. The main research question is as follows:
e How has E-learning been implemented in Vietnamese universities?

To answer this research question, the following sub-questions have been developed to

achieve the aim of study. They are:
— What are the factors that influence E-learning implementation in Vietnamese universities?

— What is the nature of the process of E-learning implementation in Vietnamese

universities?

— What are the drivers and constraints that impact on E-learning implementation in

Vietnamese universities?
— What framework of E-learning implementation has emerged?

To achieve this aim, this study targets five main objectives as follows:



e To identify the main factors as drivers and constraints impacting on E-learning

implementation;

e To describe and analyze the processes of E-learning implementation and explore how

users and organisations practice E-learning;

e To develop a configuration method for analysing and explaining E-learning

implementation;
e To develop a conceptual framework of E-learning implementation; and

e To present recommendations for institutions, the Ministry of Education and Training
(MOET), and scholars in Vietnam on relevant aspects of E-learning implementation and
the adoption of effective E-learning implementation that may lead to successful E-

learning implementation in Vietnamese HE institutions.

The achievement of these objectives will be confirmed when the research presents and
explores the E-learning implementation associated with organisational issues; teaching and
learning methods; and information technology within Vietnamese HE institutions and will be
clarified by the literature and existing research.

1.6 Methodological approach

A qualitative research methodology has been adopted for this study. The case study approach
with qualitative data has been identified as an appropriate research method for the purpose of
this study, which is comprehensively addressed in the methodological section, chapter 3.
Following the principles of the case study research method, the process of selecting cases and
collecting data and their appropriateness is also described in this chapter. The qualitative data
collection in the three cases selected in this study has been conducted in two phases. A
thematic analysis has been applied for coding and analysing data in this study. Emerging
themes from data analysis has been used for constructing individual cases in which a
configuration has been developed for analysing the individual cases. A cross case analysis
procedure was followed to identify the similarities and differences among those cases for
research findings and discussion. For this study, the detailed illustration of the methodology
is presented in chapter 3.



1.7 Structure of the thesis

This introductory chapter has explained the reasoning behind the exploratory manner of the
research project in E-learning at Vietnamese Universities. Following the introductory chapter,
chapter 2 describes the literature review from different perspectives as well as synthesising
the conceptual framework for research design and approach. Chapter 2 provides the
background to subject area support research practices and focuses on the research topic. The
chapter reviews the body of implementation research from information system/information
technology perspective which is significantly connected to the research of E-learning. The
chapter then synthesized a conceptual framework of E-learning implementation from the

literature for designing the research.

A methodological section, chapter 3 will provide an overview of the qualitative paradigm of
this research, as well as a rationale for the qualitative research with case study design, by
discussing and justifying its key methodological influences and key features. This chapter
illustrates how the study was conducted through a particular procedure and how the
principles of case study research were applied in this thesis. In addition, a differentiation
between data analysis and case analysis is identified in this study to provide a foundation for
how a case study has been interpreted in individual case development and cross case analysis.
The developments of individual cases will follow in chapter 4, 5 and 6. The individual
chapter employs data collected at the studied site to develop the case report which provides
an overview of contextual settings for the sequenced stage process of E-learning
implementation at each site. In each chapter, the historical background of educational
institution along with E-learning initiatives has been provided and illustrated through a rich
picture diagram (Sutrisna and Barrett, 2007), following major themes used to construct the
case practices. The individual case report has been constructed following themes from the
conceptual framework which has been developed in the literature review section, including
organization, technology, teaching and learning; and the three stages of process. As
mentioned in the methodology chapter, the configuration approach allows integrating the
individual thematic networks as a whole, in which a pattern of E-learning implementation
emerged from data and case analysis. Assertion and discussion on individual cases is drawn,
in order to be used for the next step in the procedure of multiple case research, the cross case

analysis.

The research findings, presented in chapter 7, have been indentified from cross case analysis.

The influential factors and sequenced stages of implementation process have been identified
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by comparing the similarities and differences among three cases developed in previous
chapters. Cross-case analysis has been systematically undertaken theme by theme across
three cases. Findings from the research have identified the factors which drive and inhibit E-
learning implementation within the context of Vietnamese higher education. In addition,
findings from this study also propose a conceptual framework which focuses on the
sustainability of E-learning implementation which can apply to E-learning implementation
and guide E-learning practices in Vietnamese context. These findings from the study were
subject to in-depth examination in the next section.

The discussion section of research findings, chapter 8, explains the reasoning behind E-
learning practices and the results of E-learning implementation. The key features of E-
learning implementation and the nature of E-learning implementation process have been
closely connected to change management, the integration of technology and the alignment of
strategy between E-learning and business. These issues are underpinned to E-learning
implementation at Vietnamese universities calling for the continuous implementation and
adoption of E-learning within the Vietnamese higher education context. This chapter
integrates literature from the literature review to clarify the relationships between the
influential factors; the nature of the implementation process; the drivers and constraints of E-
learning implementation that have been identified from the analysed data; and to confirm the
findings and support the sustainable framework of E-learning implementation that has

emerged from the research.

Lastly, the concluding section, chapter 9, joins all the components of the research together. It
will first reconsider the research aims and objectives associated with the research findings, in
order to examine the extent to which the research findings meet the research objectives.
Secondly, it considers the contributions of this research to the wider body of knowledge and
methodology, especially to the data and case analysis approaches. Thirdly, it discusses and
identifies the implications of the findings for those involved in E-learning practices in the
Vietnamese higher education sector. Finally, the chapter highlights the limitations of this

research and makes recommendations for future studies.
1.8 Conclusion

The focal point in this study is E-learning implementation which was explored in order to
achieve a deep understanding of this subject at an organizational level within the context of
Vietnamese higher education. Within this exploration, the emphasis will be placed on the



process of reform of the higher education sector, in which an education institution

implemented an E-learning system.

This introductory chapter has addressed the fact that there is a need for understanding E-
learning implementation to provide effective and sufficient guidelines for E-learning
practices which are very important for scholars, as well as professional practitioners, in
Vietnam. The case study research of the three top-ranked universities in Vietnam has been
approached to investigate the proposition. To achieve the research aims and objectives, the
central research question and sub-questions have been identified and answered by the
qualitative data collected at each site studied. A configuration method of case analysis has
been developed to interpret the studied phenomenon. The principle case study research has
been completed by making comparisons across cases to identify the research findings. In the
next chapter, the literature review is undertaken to provide and demonstrate and summarise

prior approaches to the conduct of research into the implementation of e-learning.



Chapter 2 - Literature review

2.1 Introduction

In this study, the main research question is to investigate how Vietnamese universities
implement E-learning within their context. Two components have emerged from the research
question, including E-learning and implementation. Stake (2010) pointed out that the
emerging issues from research questions will help to define the data sources and data
collection activities because the most important data will derive from research questions. In
the light of these considerations, this review of the literature is directly focused on the
components emerging from the research question related to E-learning implementation, by
beginning with an initial scoping of what implementation means and then systematically
reviewing the literature of E-learning implementation, both aimed at providing an essential
summary of what is known about E-learning implementation. The objective of the review
will help us better understand the challenges involved in implementing E-learning in
educational settings. That should enable us to develop a research design regarding E-learning

implementation and an outline for further research in order to answer the research question.

This study aims to advance understanding of how E-learning has been implemented within
the context of Vietnamese higher education institutions. To conduct this research, a literature
review enables us to better understand the E-learning. This chapter of the literature review is
presented in six parts. After the introduction, the key definitions of E-learning
implementation and types of implementation research will be presented. Thirdly, research on
information technology and information systems from a process and factor perspective are
presented. Fourthly, E-learning research from process and factor perspective will be
illustrated. The following section provides the types and natures of E-learning research.

Finally, a synthesis of relevant literature and a conclusion are provided.
2.2 Definitions and types of implementation research

How educational institutions can best implement an E-learning solution — new technologies
and their associated methods of teaching and learning — is a core issue for academic managers
and teachers. The bulk of the literature on the topic currently reflects the challenges of E-
learning implementation associated with teaching and learning and the support process. The
literature of implementation in general, and E-learning in particular, is often inaccessible,

because appropriate papers are hard to find without specific subjects, such as teaching



methods, online assessment, etc. As a result, the review of literature associated with E-
leaning implementation has found that it is difficult to locate the appropriate papers related to
current practices and phenomena of E-learning within its context. In order to identify issues
that are related to E-learning implementation and address our main research objectives,
therefore, we will conduct a review of the literature, including reviews of implementation and
E-learning. This allows us to synthesize and highlight the main points from these papers

involving a combination of E-learning and implementation in an accessible way.

The free text search terms used are ‘implementation’ and °‘E-learning’ or Information
Systems or Information Technology. We also restricted our search to English language
articles by using the UK Google search engine, excluding Vietnam. The review developed a
broad search strategy, designed to include all E-Learning domains. We undertook this review
to provide, amongst other things, a frame of knowledge to discuss implementation and e-
learning. Google scholar is used to explore general implementation research as much as it is
aimed at academics, so papers identified in such a search would be most likely to reflect an
implementation knowledge base, with which professionals are already acquainted. Also, this
review is sufficient to permit a rapid overview of the main issues to inform reviews of E-
learning implementation, because of its broad scope within an implementation focus, its
ability to filter reviews from original research papers, and its frequent use in other systematic
reviews by scholars. The filter uses two criteria, the key word is located in the title of the

published paper and the paper must have a review of previous studies.
2.2.1 Whatis E-learning?

In literature, the term E-learning has been broadly used to express multiple aspects of the use
of information and communication technology in a diversity of learning and educational
contexts. In the context of higher education, the Higher Education Funding Council for
England (2005) defines E-learning as “the use of ICT as a communications and delivery tool
between individuals and groups, to support students and improve the management of
learning” (HECPE, 2005: 6). Several terms, such as virtual learning, web-based learning,
online learning, asynchronous learning networks, networked learning and blended learning
used in the literature relating to E-learning research are employed interchangeably and offer a
wide range of definitions of what E-learning means. For example, the term virtual learning
refers to “a range of systems that comprise features like a designed information space, a
social space being a “place”, participants that are active and present actors” (Dillenbourg

et.al, 2002). Another example is from De Laat et al. (2006), who use the term networked
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learning to emphasize collaborative and co-operative connections among users, indicating
that networked learning can be described as the use of internet-based information and
communication technologies. In addition, the term web-based virtual learning environment
was defined as "computer-based environments that are relatively open systems, allowing
interactions and encounters with other participants and providing access to a wide range of
resources” (Piccoli et. al, 2001). The term blended learning, which emphasises the central
role of computer-based technologies, was defined as “the combination of instruction from
two historically separate models of teaching and learning: traditional face-to-face learning

systems and distributed learning systems” (Graham, 2006).

Generally, depending on context and focus, the term E-learning have been related to aspects
of the what, how and why of E-learning (Mayer, 2003). Following Mayer’s suggestion about

a definition of E-learning, Table 2-1 illustrates the definitions of E-learning in the literature.

Table 2-1: E-learning definitions

Concept Citation What Why How
From basic use of Supporting and Icrc])frzmarf:ggtion and
E-learning HEFCE, 2005 ICT to advanced managing learning technology as a
OECD, 2005 applications and Enhancing and/or 97
adoption supporting communications and
delivery tool
Computer-based
Virtual A wid ‘ environments
learning wide range o allowing interactions

environment

Piccoli et al. 2001

resources

and encounters with
other participants

Blend learning

Garrison and
Kanuka, 2004

An effective and low-
risk strategy

Integration of text-
based asynchronous
Internet technology
with face-to-face
learning.

Networked
learning

Goodyear et al.
2001

Adding computer-
mediated
environment to
‘campus-based’
course and running
anew ‘hybrid
distance learning’
course

Promoting
connections between
one learner and other
learners; between
learners and tutors;
and between a
learning community
and its learning
resources

Using Information
communication and
technology

Therefore, it is necessary for this research to adopt a definition of E-learning. In this study,
we define E-learning as “the use of new multimedia technologies and the Internet to improve
the quality of learning by facilitating access to resources and services, as well as remote
exchange and collaboration” (European commission, 2001). From the concept of blend

learning, the scope of this study focuses on the form of E-learning which an educational
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institution uses to support student learning on campus, not replacing the face-to-face learning
method. In other words, the study only intends to understanding E-learning implementation

combined with fac