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Abstract - In the recent years, Information and Communication Technology (ICT) has reshaped our way of living. It is 
rewiring our brains and is constantly reshaping our thinking (Siemens, 2005). Because of fast pace of innovations, those 
changes have become inevitable and almost every human being is trapped in a circle of adopting those technologies and 
adapting his life-style to them. In the past, we might have considered using technological innovations as a choice but with 
“digital natives” generation, we have no longer those degrees of freedom, as ICTs is becoming as an essential part of our life 
and for instance our learning experience.  E-learning (electronic learning) has gained much focus from researchers. After 
revising many research papers, the concept of e-learning has been widely used but differently defined. Researchers have 
recognized the difficulty of finding one definition in the literature that everyone agree on. With the advancement of ICTs and 
the internet over the last year, e-learning has widened its meanings and its scope. This paper argues that no given definition 
is wrong and no attributed definition is incomplete but every definition is presented from an e-learning stakeholder 
perspective. This paper studies a sample of 50 definitions of e-learning that were introduced from 2000-2017. Results show 
that the different definitions of e-learning are conditioned mostly by the researcher’s perspectives and interests in e-learning. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
No one can deny the way Information and 
Communication Technologies have changed our lives 
from younger to older, from basic needs to complexes 
ones. Because of fast pace of innovations in ICTs, 
those changes have become inevitable and almost 
every human being is trapped in a circle of adopting 
those technologies and adapting his life style to them. 
Many articles have exposed the disadvantages of 
using technologies in different sectors but no one 
could deny the opportunities they have offered and 
still presenting to humanity. With the development 
and accessibility of internet, the whole world has 
become a small town and everything is 
interconnected to everything. The progress of ICTs 
and the increasing accessibility of internet have 
overbalanced many vital sectors, for instance 
Education.  
 
Education is one of the basic needs and essential right 
of every human beings in the globe. Because of the 
introduction of ICTs in education, it is constantly 
changing across the world, traditional methods will 
no longer fit in the near future and four wall 
classrooms will not be compulsory for learning. In 
addition to that, in the pastthe life of knowledge was 
measured in decades but in this digital era, the era of 
internet and of interconnected people and thanks to 
the availability of information, knowledge is growing 
exponentially and now its life is measured in months 
and years and no longer in decades(Gonzalez, 2004), 
“The world’s knowledge has doubled in the past 
decade and now doubles about every 18 months. 
Internet content has grown and evolved with input 
from individual people, businesses, and organizations 
all around the world. The amount of information 

globally is so huge that it has surpassed the capacity 
of people and organizations to process or evaluate it” 
(Foroughi, 2015).  
 
As a matter of fact, people are and will be always 
invited to keep track of the evolution of the world 
continuously, because what was valid in a year ago 
could no longer stands true. For this reason, people 
are invited to develop those skills of long term 
learning. Learning is no more restricted in four wall 
classrooms, or it stops after graduation. The world is 
evolving every second. Technologies have helped this 
intelligent interconnection around the globe. 
Everyone is contributing and everyone is heard 
everywhere. E-learning (electronic learning) which 
meaning is not precisely assessed among researchers 
and practitioners, which refers basically to getting 
access to education using technology and internet, its 
advantages differ from developed to developing 
countries, it represents basically a strategic tool for 
continuous and ongoing education. 
 
II. LITERATURE REVIEW - DEFINITION OF 
E-LEARNING 
 
E-learning has been defined in a range of different 
ways(Al-Qahtani & Higgins, 2013)and there has been 
extensive debate about a common and a unified 
definition of the term e-learning(Arkorful & Abaidoo, 
2015). E-learning (electronic learning) is on the rise, 
and as technology is constantly evolving and new 
inventions appear, e-learning concept is changing too. 
Practitioners and researchers re-adapt their 
perspective and have yet to agree on common 
definitions and terminologies of the term(Pande, 
Wadhai, & Thakare, 2016). 
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E-learning as a discipline is situated in the 
intersection of education, teaching, and learning using 
ICT (Friesen, 2009) and it encompasses multimedia 
learning, technology-enhanced learning (TEL), 
computer-based training (CBT), computer-assisted 
instruction (CAI), internet-based training (IBT), web-
based training (WBT), online education, virtual 
education, virtual learning environments (VLE) 
which are also called learning platforms, m-learning, 
digital educational collaboration, distributed learning, 
computer-mediated communication, cyber-learning, 
and multi-modal instruction, ...(A. S. Ali, 2015). This 
multiplicity of perspectives causes confusion and, 
sometimes, even contradictions (Mason, R., & 
Rennie, 2006).Each scholar and practitioner tackles 
the subject from a point of view that is basically 
influenced by one or more of the cited discipline. 
Holmes and Gardner, ten years ago highlighted this 
fact of finding many definitions and those 
inconsistencies in the concept by commenting that 
there might be at that time as many definitions of the 
term e-learning as there are academic papers on the 
subject(Holmes, B. & Gardner, 2006). 
 
III. METHODOLOGY 
 
For the purpose of assessing the existing differences 
of definitions of e-learning, a literature review was 
undertaken to collect as many definitions as possible. 
Therefore, at the beginning, a deep study was 
conducted in order to gather the papers that tackle the 
same issue of e-learning definition problem. The 
literature review excluded other types of learning 
using ICTs for instance, all the definitions for digital 
learning, v-learning (virtual-learning), m-learning 
(mobile-learning), o-learning (online/offline-
learning), b-learning (Blended-learning), app-learning 
(Application-based-learning) were excluded from the 
literature review. 
 
The first search engine that was investigated was our 
institution’ academic search engine which covers 
several academic databases such as EBSCO, 
ELSEIVER. The second was to consult Google 
Scholar which covers more publications. The key 
words that have been used are: “e-learning, e-learning 
definition “. It was clear that the used key words were 
large and all of selected papers tackle many 
perspectives of e-learning as e-learning innovation, 
pedagogy, challenges, barriers, success, analytics, 
retention, attrition, deployment, etc.”. Papers were 
initially selected based on the title, if they contain the 
word e-learning. The initial wide search yielded 278 
papers (from 2000 to 2017). These papers were then 
considered more in detail and only54papers were 
selected. The criteria that were used to keep relevant 
paper to this study were based on four main factors: 
 They don’t bring to light any e-learning 

definition. They start directly tackling the 
problem they are studying.   

 They just adopt others researchers’ definitions, 
the ones that have been already taken into 
consideration.  

 They just present a redundancy in comparison of 
already selected definitions. 

 And, if they study e-learning in business context, 
however our study only focuses on its use in 
educational purpose.  

 
After revising the selected research papers, we have 
inferred that the concept of e-learning has been 
widely used but not precisely defined. Many scholar 
papers because of studying one of the aspects of e-
learning they have not stopped to give a clear 
definition of the term and some of them have 
recognized the difficulty of finding one definition in 
the literature. 
 
In fact, after deep study,we join the conclusion of 
Friesen about e-learning as it is a discipline that is 
situated in the intersection of education, teaching, and 
learning using ICT (Friesen, 2009). Each scholar and 
practitioner tackles the subject from a point of view 
that is basically and mainly influenced by one or 
more of the cited disciplines.  The table below 
presents an example of definitions that was given 
according to each main perspective; education using 
ICT (EICT), teaching using ICT (TICT) and learning 
using ICT (LICT). These three terms are with no 
doubt related but they are not for sure synonyms. 
What we have found in the literature review is that: 
when referring to e-learning as Education using ICTs 
is mostly about distance education, as an opposite to 
traditional four wall classrooms education, when 
referring to e-learning as Teaching using ICTs is 
almost about new and innovative method and 
pedagogies, as opposite to didactic pedagogies, 
students are no longer considered consumer but also 
Active making knowledge and active learning content 
making (Bill Cope). When referring to e-learning as 
Learning using ICTs is basically about the process of 
acquiring knowledge, which may be synchronous or 
asynchronous and aim ultimately to promote lifelong 
learning. Table 1 presents the main definitions and 
their adopted perspectives whether LICT, EICT, 
TICT. 
This categorization of e-learning refers also to the 
stakeholder position toward e-learning. The principal 
stakeholders of the micro-environment for an e-
learning are:  
 
 Institution (s): that may refer to the university 

that offer e-learning education opportunity, or a 
government that proposes e-learning as a 
solution for example to offer a wide access to 
education for remote regions, or any other 
profitable or non-profitable organization.  

 Instructor (s): or content maker and developer 
that mostly focus on the content of the program 
and make it more suitable to targeted learners. 
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Instructors worries most about refining the 
applied and adopted pedagogy through the 
courses.  

 Student (s): that refers the learner generally, the 
student end-user of the e-learning program. 
 

E-learning micro-environment stakeholders refer to 
the stakeholder that are tightly and directly related to 
e-learning objectives, success and failure. The 
conceptual model figure 1 doesn’t take into 
consideration the macro-environment when 
government and other stakeholders affect e-learning 
systems in educational context. 
 
IV. DISCUSSION 
 
Each of the cited stakeholders is related one to 
another in a circle. The success of the e-learning 
experience implies in succeeding to meet the 
objective of each stakeholder that are totally related, 
and in overcoming the barriers of each stakeholder. 
Moreover, defining e-learning for each stakeholder 
differs from one to another, institution is more about 
education using ICTs, for the instructor is about 
teaching using ICTs and for the student is about 
learning using ICTs. ICTs are considered a 

pedagogically neutral (Cope & Mary Kalantzis, 2017) 
and every stakeholder (educational institution, 
instructor and student) using the prominent 
advancement of ICTs technology day after day, is 
always invited to adapt its way of thinking, working 
and its vision and strategy to new ICTs, or adopt new 
technologies because of their wide use or 
affordability to education, teaching and learning. As 
matter of fact, everyone is in the heart of the process 
of adapt – adopt toward ICTs (figure 1). As an 
example, we talk more about m-learning and 
gamification because of the wide use of mobile phone 
(above 5 Billion of used mobile phone (50% of them 
smartphones) in 2019 in the world) and the 
accessibility of internet especially among the young 
population(Statista, 2017). 
 
From table 1, we may infer that e-learning refers 
mostly to learning using ICTs. During the literature 
review through all selected papers, we have 
highlighted that in addition to the author’s chosen 
perspectives, there is another difference among 
researches in used ICTs. Some authors tighten e-
learning to the use of internet some others don’t make 
this relation. 

 

 
 

Figure 1: E-learning stakeholders - micro-environment 
CONCLUSION 
 
None of the e-learning given definitions is wrong and 
none is incomplete, each scholar defines e-learning 
from a stakeholder perspective or his study interests 
with own words. Some definitions combine one or 
more than one perspective but neither of them is 
wrong. We may infer from the table that cited some 
random sample of e-learning definitions that each 
scholar defines e-learning according to his point of  

 
view, his own perspective, his paper goal and used 
technology. We can conclude that if we want a 
wholesome definition of e-learning, it is education 
using ICTs and Teaching using ICTs and learning 
using ICTs. To overcome any confusions, scholars 
are invited to clear their scope when their tackling the 
of e-learning in educational system and the type of 
ICTs they refer to through their paper. 
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Table 1: EICT/LICT/TICT perspectives of selected e-learning definitions 
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