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Abstract

Background: The present study aimed at investigating preferential factors of users of online learning systems of University of
Hadith Sciences regarding ease of learning.
Methods: The research was a survey. The studied population consisted of all students of virtual University of Hadith Science during
year 2016, which included 200 individuals and the sample size, based on the Cochrane formula, was 132. Considering the fields of
study, stratified random sampling proportional to size was used. According to the number of courses and students in each course,
samples were selected randomly using the random number table. Finally, 122 students cooperated until the end of the data col-
lection process. Lee and Kim’s (2015) standard questionnaire was used for data collection. This questionnaire contains 32 items
and includes the following factors, the content variable with 4 indices and 10 questions, the feedback variable with 2 indices and 6
questions, the services variable with 5 indices and 12 questions, and the ease of learning as a dependent variable with 4 questions.
Questions 29 to 32 are related to the 3 independent factors. For each item, a 5-point Likert-type scale was used. In this study, the PLS
software was used for analysis of data.
Results: Results of the study based on the approach of partial least squares indicated that the content of online learning with a
coefficient of 0.32 and P = 0.01, online learning feedback with a coefficient of 0.31 and P = 0.01, and online learning services with a
coefficient of 0.67 and P = 0.01 had a positive and significant effect on the ease of learning, and respectively predicted 11%, 10%, and
45% of the variance of ease of learning.
Conclusions: According to the results, content, feedback, and services of online learning had a positive effect on the ease of learning.
Design of a user friendly online learning system causes the users to find working with this system easier and feel less of a cognitive
burden.
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1. Background

In Iranian higher education within the recent decade,
considering challenges, such as increasing demand for
higher education and inadequacy of budget, shortage of
fulltime academic board and need to remove geographi-
cal limitations, online learning and teaching has been se-
riously under consideration (1). Given that online learning
provides content, services, and feedback simultaneously,
its implementation and development in any society wish-
ing advancement is necessary; thus, research in this field
is unavoidable. Various users have a different perception
of online learning systems, which will affect the admis-
sion manner and use of online learning systems (2). On
the other hand, users due to differences in the experience
of working with computers (2) and previous experiences

(3), have different tendencies and preferences of features
of online learning systems. The studies on online learn-
ing have dealt with factors, such as appropriate contents of
online learning (4, 5), teaching strategies, including learn-
ing control and feedback (6, 7), and technical support (5,
8, 9). According to theoretical fundamentals, 3 groups of
factors, including 1, content-related factors; 2, feedback-
related factors; and 3, services-related factors may influ-
ence the users’ ease of learning. Ease of learning was a de-
pendent variable in this study, and refers to improvement
of understandability of training contents by increasing in-
terest and memory, or in other words, the appropriateness
of component technology to present information to users
(10).

The present study aimed at investigating these factors.
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Content-related factors included selection of content, log-
ical organization of educational content, clarity of educa-
tional content, ethical principles, justification, and setting
educational content, all of which are effective on the re-
sults and output of online learning systems (10). Upon
study of educational content in online learning systems,
selection of educational content, selection of structure
of educational content, clarity and ethics of educational
content are analyzed (11). Regarding feedback-related fac-
tors, experts have argued about the importance of learn-
ing feedback, including direct, quick, and immediate feed-
back, through enabling the receiver to achieve clearer un-
derstanding of messages, which effects the quality of de-
cision (12). The feedback is required for growth and guid-
ance of learners, and will be followed by sense of confi-
dence, improvement of motivation and self-reliance, pro-
motion and development of personal learning, collabora-
tion in facilitation of growth and development, and their
feeling of satisfaction. Therefore, feedback, which effects
the learners, has been identified as a key strategy in learn-
ing and teaching (13). Regarding services-related factors,
5 cases have been analyzed in relation to preferential fac-
tors of users in connection to online learning systems ser-
vices, including the motivation rate of users for learning
by online learning systems, information sharing method,
support of software, quality of providing information, and
selection of technology (10).

Use of an information-sharing method and support of
software for further facilitation of knowledge transfer pro-
cess together with less time and costs is very essential and
important (14). Perception and understanding of topics is
promoted when the information is provided as multime-
dia (oral, visual, and movie). As a result, the data process-
ing facilitation is made using synergic supplies and acces-
sories of visual and verbal memory systems (15). Technical
factors, including status of images, quality of audio data,
technology used in teaching process, ease of learning of
educational supplies, usefulness of educational data, and
flexibility in learners’ responses are preferential factors.
Some researches have been performed on this issue, in
which preferential factors of users were somewhat differ-
ent factors and in some cases were similar. Some of these
researches are listed below. The feedback factor had differ-
ent indexes in most researches, yet the service-related fac-
tor and the content-related factor was not observed, and
this is a new aspect of the current research. Khodadad
Hosseiny et al. (16) indicated that the characteristics of
teaching personnel and educational materials have a di-
rect positive effect on the intention of use of online learn-
ing, through perceived productivity and pleasure. Further-
more, perceived productivity among the available vari-
ables has the greatest effect on the intention of use of on-

line learning, whilst design of educational content has not
been effective through ease of perceived use. McGrey (17),
in a research entitled “evaluation of the quality of online
training courses”, identified important factors of online
courses. He reminded that in the design of an online cur-
ricular program, flexibility, interaction, and collaboration
are important factors. Results of the research of Sang (17)
also showed that items, such as interaction, design, facil-
ities, feedback, and usability, influence the perception of
learners from educational quality of online courses, which
is consistent with the results of the current research. In
general, parts of these studies confirmed the findings of
this study, yet since the indicators in the research were
different in different ways, they differed slightly in some
cases, although this difference did not mean that the find-
ings of this study were not confirmed, and instead indi-
cated a variety of angles of survey and variety of indica-
tors. As previously discussed, there is a need to change the
teaching methods with regards to the speed of technologi-
cal change in today’s world, thus it is essential for the pref-
erential factors of users to be considered for ease of learn-
ing so that the training is effective and productive. There-
fore, the present study aimed at investigating the prefer-
ential factors of users of online learning systems of Univer-
sity of Hadith Sciences for ease of learning. In this research,
3 groups of factors, including content of online learning,
feedback of online learning, and services of online learn-
ing were analyzed as factors affecting the ease of learning
of learners. This research intended to answer the following
questions: Does the content of online learning affect ease
of learning? Do the feedbacks of online learning affect ease
of learning? Do the services of online learning affect ease
of learning?

2. Methods

The present research was a correlational study and was
applied with respect to the objective. The population of
this research consisted of all students of online learning
system at the University of Hadith Sciences, including 200
students during year 2016. Regarding the inclusion crite-
ria, firstly, the samples were required to participate in sev-
eral virtual training courses at the virtual training center.
Secondly, the samples had to take part in the courses and
would eventually be able to obtain a degree. Thirdly, their
training was only in the form of virtual training. The sam-
ple size of the present study based on Cochrane formula
was equal to 132 persons, and considering fields of study,
stratified random sampling proportional to size was used.
At first, the courses and number of students in each course
was determined. Then, according to the number of courses
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Figure 1. Research Model

and students in each courses, samples were selected ran-
domly using the random number table. It is notable that
finally 122 students cooperated until the end of the data
collection process, this value being equal to 92% of the esti-
mated sample. Lee and Kim’s (10) questionnaire was used
for data collection. This questionnaire contained 32 items
and included these factors: the e-content, feedback, ser-
vices and ease of learning as a dependent variable. The con-
tent variable had 4 indices and 10 questions, the feedback
variable had 2 indices and 6 questions, the services vari-
able had 5 indices and 12 questions and the ease of learn-
ing, as a dependent variable, had 4 questions. Questions 29
to 32 were related to the mentioned 3 independent factors.
For each item, a 5-point Likert-type scale was used to as-
sess the extent that the respondents agreed with each sen-
tence. The face validity of the questionnaire was confirmed
by several experts in Educational Management, who were
experienced in teaching. Cronbach’s alpha for this scale
was estimated to be equal to 0.89. In this research, the PLS
software was used for data analysis. Partial least squares
(PLS) analysis is an alternative to OLS regression, canonical
correlation, or covariance-based structural equation mod-
eling (SEM) of systems of independent and response vari-
ables.

3. Results

The present study aimed at investigating the preferen-
tial factors of users of online learning systems of University
of Hadith Sciences for ease of learning.

According to Table 1, concerning the gender of partici-
pants, 36.1% and 63.9% were respectively male and female.
As seen in Table 1, 18% had less than 25 years of age, 43.4%
were between 26 and 35 years old, 24.6% were between 36
and 45 years old, and 13.9% were over 46 years old.

According to Figures 2 and 3, the t value correspond-
ing to each factor loading was higher than its critical value
(1.96) at 0.05. As a result, these indicators were required for
measurement of their related structures. Diagram 1 indi-
cates the value for the effect of content on ease of learning
was equal to 0.32. The effect of feedback on ease of learn-
ing was equal to 0.31 and the effect of services on ease of
learning was equal to 0.67, which demonstrate that con-
tent, feedback, and services had a positive and significant
effect on the ease of learning and, respectively, predicted
11%, 10%, and 45% of the ease of learning variance.

To investigate the reliability of the model, 2 compos-
ite reliability and Cronbach’s alpha criteria were used. The
value of these 2 criteria must be higher than 0.70. As ob-
served in Table 3, the measurement model was accepted.

To analyze the convergent validity, the average variance
extracted (AVE) index was used. The value of this index
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Table 1. Frequency Distribution of Participants in Terms of Gender and Years of Experience

Gender Frequency Percent Age Frequency Percent

Men 44 36.1 Up to 25 22 18.0

Women 78 63.9 26 - 35 53 43.4

Total 122 100.0 36 - 45 30 24.6

Over 46 17 13.9

Total 122 100.0
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Figure 2. Output of Smart-PLS Software About the Measurement Model

must be higher than 0.50. According to Table 3, the AVE in-
dex is accepted.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

Analysis of data indicated that the content, feedback,
and services had a positive and significant effect on the
ease of learning. Design of a user friendly online learning
system leads to ease of use and less cognitive load. Thus,

the learners’ requirements must be taken into considera-
tion in the design of online learning courses. In addition,
quality of learner’s interaction with the computer must be
applied in design of online learning systems. Attention
to factors, such as distinguishing more important factors
from other information, organizing the information so
that learners can imagine a unified and integrated whole-
ness in their mind, establishment of a visual order in pre-
sentation of information etc. may help the user friendly
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Table 2. Composite Reliability and Cronbach’s Alpha Values for the Measurement
Model

Variables Composite Reliability Cronbach’s Alpha

Content 0.84 0.74

Feedback 0.92 0.83

Services 0.93 0.90

Ease of learning 0.87 0.80

Table 3. Average Variance Extracted Index Values for the Measurement Model

Variables AVE

Content 0.57

Feedback 0.85

Services 0.72

Ease of learning 0.63

design of the online learning system. If the content is logi-
cal and clear, modified and motivation-based feedback and
online learning services are provided to the audiences with
an attractive design and based on their requirements, thus
learners would find online learning systems easier and
simpler. In this research, the importance of learning feed-
back and control processes in online learning systems was
emphasized, and study results were consistent with the re-
sults of Lee and Kim (10), Kising (18), Kazemi Mahyari (13),
Khodadad Hossieny et al. (16), Kahai and Cooper (19), and
Lim et al. (12), which stated about the importance of direct,
quick and immediate feedback through enabling clearer
understanding of messages. The results of this study con-
firmed the results of previous studies. Also the study re-
sults of Piri, Chen et al. (20), and Lai et al. (21) conformed
these research findings, and demonstrated the positive ef-
fect of these independent variables on ease of learning.
One of the strengths of this research was its community,
virtual University of Hadith Sciences, one of the largest and
most experienced virtual education centers in the coun-
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try. Another important strength of this study was that the
impact of 3 variables was measured together and simulta-
neously on ease of learning and its weaknesses were non-
generalizable to the rest of the centers.

According to what was said, feedback processes have
an important role in learning, particularly for learners
of online learning courses, because they may be the only
opportunity of learners for obtaining information about
their performance, and play an important role in their mo-
tivation and persuasion. On the other hand, assessment
and self-assessment have been identified as the only fac-
tors effective on formation of quality of students’ learn-
ing in higher education, and quality of learning conse-
quences were dependent on the quality of assessment. One
of the major concerns of students in self-assessment was
related to feedback. Hence, the effect of effectual and effec-
tive feedback is beyond the teaching and learning process,
because feedback is required for growth and guidance of
learners, and will be followed by sense of confidence, im-
provement of motivation and self-reliance, promotion and
development of personal learning, collaboration in facili-
tation of growth and development and feeling of satisfac-
tion. Therefore, in the references, the feedback effective on
learners was identified as a key strategy in learning and
teaching. Five cases were studied in this research in rela-
tion to preferential factors of users in connection to online
learning system services, including the motivation rate of
users for learning by online learning systems, information
sharing method, support of software, quality of providing
information, and selection of technology. Finally, consider-
ing the high importance of online learning, its implemen-
tation and development in any society wishing advance-
ment requires investment and focus on this type of learn-
ing. The extensive benefits of this type of learning, includ-
ing learning beyond time and place, economic savings, pri-
vate education, personal and integrated nature, dynam-
ics and rapidity, has attracted many educational organiza-
tions and institutions towards online learning implemen-
tation for training their human resources (22, 23). In brief,
content, feedback, and services have a positive and signifi-
cant effect on the ease of learning. The best e-content for
distance education requires planning and technical sup-
port of professors. Thus, it is suggested that the educa-
tional goals of e-content should be considered and defined
by the students’ experiences and background. Further-
more, it is recommended for online learning centers of
each university to hold efficient workshops and training
in the field of ease of learning. Other recommendations
include obtaining the right feedback from the users in a
friendly atmosphere, online learning services being up to
date, high-speed and without complexity, providing ease
of use for ease of learning, and finally holding appropriate

training for professors in order to empower them to trans-
fer proper online learning content.
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