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CHAPTER-10

eLEARNING IN IRAN-I
A Breakthrough to ICT-Based Initiatives  

In An Educational System 
 

Davoud MASOUMI 
Department of Education, University of Gothenburg, SWEDEN 

 
ABSTRACT 
 
In this contribution, an overview of Iranian educational system in general and 
higher learning/ education in particular is presented over the last hundreds 
years. We mainly aim to give a brief account of the country’s rapidly 
expanding ICT-based initiatives in the light of its actual realities, progress 
and difficulties by looking at the following areas: the social and historical 
situation in Iran, Educational system, Higher education, Distance education 
and particularly Virtual Institutions in Iran. 
 
COUNTRY  
 
Situated in south-western Asia, the Islamic Republic of Iran (previously 
known as Persia until 1935) has long served as a nexus for trade and culture 
between East and West. Iran's role as a major trade route can be traced as far 
back as the fourth century BC; what was known as the Persian Empire and 
hence, the fore-runner of the modern Iran. This was the time when Silk Road 
was established connecting Iran to China, Europe, Asia, and the Middle East. 
Known for its rich culture and abundant resources, Iran's geographic position 
has made it a primary link between civilizations.  
 
As the largest nation in the Middle East after Saudi Arabia, Iran harbors in 
its 1,648,000 square kilometers a wide assortment of climates, landscapes, 
and ethnicities. Its climate is mostly arid or semiarid, and subtropical along 
the Caspian coast. The terrain is diverse, with rugged mountains, a high 
central basin with deserts, and small, discontinuous plains along both coasts. 
Iran is considered to have four distinct climate zones; one can ski in the 
northern mountains or swim in the southern waters all in the same season. 



Iran is the most populated country in the Middle East with the second largest 
economy. It has a population of 70 million, with a growth rate of 1.5 (see 
http://www.payvand. com/news/04/aug/1017.html retrieved on 17 May 
2009). The average population growth rate in Iran fell from 3.9%  in 1980 to 
less than 1.5% in 2007 (cf. Vahidnia, 2007)) percent per year.  
 
The country’s gross domestic product (GDP) of $115 billion (Kousha & 
Abdoli, 2004). Islam is the predominant religion with approximately 89 
percent  (http://www.iqna.ir/fa/news_detail.php?ProdID=262182 retrieved 
on 08th of October 2009) of the population Muslims who adhere to Shiite 
Islam. Sunni Muslims in Iran constitute approximately 9% of the population, 
with Christians, Zoroastrians, and Jews, for much of the remaining (Hawzah, 
2008). 

Figure 1. 
A map of Iran 
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It is important to realize that Iran is not ethnically homogenous, although to 
the outside world it may seem to be the case. In other words, Iran is a 
country of diversity that has consisted of various constituents each with their 
own specific traits. The Persians, Turks (Azeri’s), Kurds, Turkmens, Arabs 
and Baluchis constitute the major ethnic groups in the country. Yet despite 
significant differences a number of features including the shared history and 
culture, Islam as the majority religion, allows for a coherent treatment 
(understanding) of Iran (Johari, 2002; Tavassoli, Welch, & Houshyar, 2000). 
The official language is Persian, an Indo-European language. It is estimated 
that a significant proportion of the population speaks other languages as well 
including 25 percent Turkish (Azeri), five percent Kurdish and around four 
percent Arabic  
 
Tehran, Isfahan, Mashhad, Tabriz, and Shiraz are the most populated cities 
in Iran. The country consists of thirty provinces that vary widely in terms of 
their socioeconomic development. In each province there is at least one 
State/ Public (Iran has a large network of public /state-run or state- affiliated) 
non-public/non-governmental (private) universities offering degrees in 
higher education.  
 
Public universities of Iran are under the direct supervision of Iran's Ministry 
of Science, Research and Technology (for non-medical universities) and 
Ministry of Health and Medical Education (for medical schools). However, 
all of the higher education settings either non-public or public should pursue 
the Ministry of Higher Education academic regulations in their design and 
development of programs and syllabi). The higher education centers/ 
institutions are distributed across the country in a way that every province 
has at least a public-university and one non-public (government) higher 
education centers. Although a number of the provinces, which are 
geographically larger or more populated, have several public and non-public 
higher education institutions. 82 percent of the population is literate and 
education is compulsory through high school. Having the world's youngest 
population, the Islamic Republic of Iran bears the responsibility of educating 
more than 18 million students.  
 
In early 2009, it was reported that more than 14 million pupils (decreasing 
gradually due to cutting down of birth rate from nearly 4 to 1.5 in 10 years) 
were engaged in schooling, and more than three million students (an 
increasing population due to the shifting student growth from schools to 
higher education) were enrolled in the universities.  
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Iran has been on the world news headlines for the past three decades due to 
the Islamic revolution in 1979, cutting diplomatic ties with the U.S., the 8-
year (1981-1989) war against the Iraqi invasion, her non-aligned and 
uncompromising political stance, and a continued political dissonance with 
the advanced industrialized nations (especially the U.S.) regarding her 
peaceful nuclear activities and so forth. Under such circumstances, other 
important aspects of the Iranian society including its scientific status have 
remained enigmatic to the outside world, leading to all sorts of speculative 
announcements ranging from marvelous to disastrous (Hamdhaidari, Agahi, 
& Papzan, 2006). 
 
The EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM
 
Like in other nations, the education system and traditions in Iran gradually 
changed from traditional Maktabs that centered on the religious education to 
the modern educational system based on the Western mentalities (Masoumi 
& Lindström, 2009). These changes were facilitated through “enlightened 
thinkers” who studied in Western world along with the Christian 
missionaries (Abrahamian, 2008). However, the Western mentalities and 
thoughts did not spread out across the educational settings till 1921. In 1921, 
the modernization of the educational system was initiated by Reza Shah as a 
part of an overall plan to modernize Iran. Since then the educational system 
has been developing quantitatively and qualitatively although the struggles 
between modernism and tradition are still prevalent 
 
It should be noted that Iran’s educational landscape has been significantly 
influenced by the emergence of the Islamic Republic in 1979 in terms of 
ideologies and given priorities. For instance, after the Islamic revolution, 
educational facilities gradually have extended into many rural as well as 
tribal areas across the country.  
 
Currently, the educational system in Iran is offered in three levels including 
–along with one year pre-school- five years primary (Elementary), three 
years Guidance (Intermediate), and four years of secondary education (high 
school). The educational system has a centralized structure and all decision 
and procedures are taken by the Ministry of Education. In the capital of 
every province, there are provincial Boards of Education to execute and 
control educational affairs across the province. Similarly, within each 
province, the educational authority is further subdivided into Districts of 
Education under the supervision of the Board of Education (Zamani, 2010). 
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According to the Ministry of Education, currently (in 2009), there are 
150,000 schools offering education to 13,500,000 students from elementary 
to secondary school levels. Interestingly, this student population increased to 
more than 18,000,000 at its peak at the end of 2000. Since 2000, we have 
been witnessing a consistent and gradual decrease, and it had its sharp fall 
last year in 2008 in which we witnessed a one million decrease over one year 
period (from 2008 to 2009). 
 
Higher Education 
Higher education in Iran extends over 25 centuries and has been witness to a 
prolific history. Long intertwined with major religious, intellectual, social, 
political and economic movements, higher learning centers in various names 
have occupied a central place in the Iranian society.  The first higher 
education center was established by King Darius of Persia during the 6th 
century B.C. (Iranian national commission for UNESCO, 1977).  
 
The establishment of the Iranian higher education and technological thoughts 
date back to the third century A.D. (Hekmat, 1972), when ‘GondiShapur’  
(in some texts JondiShapur) higher education centre was established before 
272 A.D.), the great university of the Sassanian era, was the centre of 
scientific and technological activities. The “GondiShapur” higher learning 
center became one of the most important centers of higher learning during 
this period. Its status was maintained and extended some 300 years after the 
introduction of Islam into Persia in the 7th century A.D. (Bazargan, 2006). 
As Islam spread throughout Iran, religious educational settings called 
“Madreseh” with a number of variations in its spelling e.g. madrasa ( I have 
used the form which is nearest to the Persian pronunciation) became the -
may be the only- centers of higher learning till 19th century. In Madreseh, 
theology, law, medicine, and even algebra were taught by religious figures 
(Bazargan, 2006).  
 
However, despite the long history of higher education in this ancient, 
modern higher education, institutions began operating as late as in the 
twentieth century (Levers, 2006). From the early 19th century (since 1813) 
the first polytechnic college and then other higher education centers/ 
colleges were established one by one. These initiatives in the educational 
arena were generally associated with certain external determinants such as 
the industrialization and the modernization of Western Europe, and in 
particular the growth of imperialist rivalries during the 19th century 
(Tavassoli, et al., 2000).  
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Rejecting traditional educational settings and procedures, the new higher 
learning centers were initiated based on the European mindsets (medieval 
European traditions). 
 
Similarly, the first Western-inspired University (University of Tehran) was 
established in 1934. The entire public system was secular and for many years 
it remained based upon the French model of higher education. Following the 
Second World War, other universities were founded in other major cities 
(Abrahamian, 1982). 
 
Provincial and other national universities followed in the subsequent 
decades. By 1979 prior to the revolution there were about 30 state 
universities and higher education institutions throughout the country, which 
were established in Tehran and other major cities. The Islamic Revolution 
took place in 1979 and the universities were practically closed for nearly 2 
years (1980-1982, during which the revolution and the period of the so-
called Cultural Revolution took place). There was a strong desire on the part 
of the political system to Islamicize higher education during this Cultural 
Revolution.  
However, the triumph of the new education lies in the fact that the 
revolutionary leaders neither tried nor even expressed the wish to wholly 
reverse the process “. . . rather they strive to use it (albeit with some 
significant revisions) to advance their own goals” (Menashri, 1992, p. 301). 
 
The destructive eight-year war imposed by the Iraqi invasion were claimed 
to cause a severe “brain drain” with severe negative impacts on the nation’s 
possibilities to develop in the future (Mehrdad, Heydari, Sarbolouki, & 
Etemad, 2004). 
 
In the three decades that followed the invasion, the student population 
increased at an accelerating rate. By 1979, the total enrolment had reached 
176,000 students. Although the majority of higher education institutions 
were public, access to them was very selective. During this period the 
number of applicants for admission to higher education institutions was ten 
times larger than the number of available places (Bazargan, 2002). 
 
As a response to this great social demand for higher education, a Non-Public 
university system named the Islamic Azad University (IAU) was established 
in 1983. The IAU attracted many applicants/students who had intended to 
study abroad. The IAU has its main campus in Tehran with branches (units) 
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all around the country. The growth rate of the IAU across the country was so 
high that within fifteen years the number of branches has increased to 357 in 
2009 (http://www.iau.ac.ir/indexen.htm retrieved on 5th of October 2009). 
The IAU mobilized local resources and assistance for opening new units, 
even in remote areas.  
 
Although the IAU has its own procedures for admission and staff 
recruitment, general academic planning in terms of the kind of programs, 
syllabi and curriculum planning are planned and decided upon at the central 
office by the Ministry of Science, Research and Technology. This policy was 
also widely enacted by Payam-e-Noor University (PNU), another ‘mega-
university’ in Iran, during the last decade. 
 
According to the Iranian Institute for Research and Planning in Higher 
Education (IRPHE) there were nearly 1.6 million applicants for higher 
education across the country (those who took part in the Iranian national 
higher education (HE) entrance examination in the academic years of 2006-
2007. However, only 33 percent of these applicants were admitted to public 
higher education institutions in this academic year (2007) with 8.8% growth 
in comparison to the previous year (Institute for Research and Planning in 
Higher Education, 2006). 
 
Currently there are approximately 358 higher education centers in Iran 
including 106 state universities, nearly 139 non-public universities and 113 
colleges (mostly undergraduate) situated all across the country.  Moreover, 
Islamic Azad University, which is a Non-Public mega-university with 357 
university branches all over Iran, accounts for the education of 1,350,000 
students (http://www.iau.ac.ir retrieved on 04 Nov. 2009).  
 
There are also about 60 research institutions throughout the country making 
their contribution to the nation’s science output.  In 2008, the entire student 
population (both public and non-public) of Iranian higher education was 
approximately three and half millions, more than half of these students were 
enrolled in public universities including PUN mega-university.  
 
It should also be noted that the proportion of non-public Higher 
Education institutions to public higher education settings were 51.3% 
to 48.7% in 2007 (see Table 1.) including PNU university as a public 
one (Institute for Research and Planning in Higher Education, 2007) 
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Table 1. 
Students’ population based on type of institution in 2006-7 academic years 

Non- Public 1,300,000 
Public 1,538,874 
Total 2,838,874 

 
During the last two decades Iran has experienced a significant growth in the 
annual student population (more than 12 percent annually). The general 
population of Iran has doubled since the revolution of 1979, while the 
numbers of universities and higher education institutions have more than 
tripled and student enrollments have increased tremendously i.e. more than 
20 times (ISNA, 2008). What is also interesting is that the population of 
female students has increased dramatically during the last two decades so 
that 54 percent of the total number of enrolled students in the academic year 
2004-2005 were females (Institute for Research and Planning in Higher 
Education, 2006).  

Table 2. 
Number and percentage of students by sector and study levels in 2004-2005 

Public Non-Public                    
Sector
Study level 

Female Male Female Male
Total

Associate (Two 
years study)  

65448 
(35.5%) 

119114 
(64.5%) 

138732 
(45%) 

164506 
(55%) 

487800 

Bachelor 376639 
(61 %)  

242926 
(39%) 

367709 
(52%) 

335595 
(48%) 

1322869 

Master 13181 
(32%) 

27733 
(68%) 

12687 
(36%) 

23054 
(54%) 

76588 

Professional 
Doctorate 

16275 
(53%) 

14474 
(47%) 

5491 
(46%) 

6598 
(54%) 

42838 

PhD 3321 
(25%) 

9887 
(75%) 

618 
(24%) 

2010 
(66%) 

15836 

Total 474864 
(53%) 

414134 
(47%) 

525237 
(50%) 

 531696 
(50%) 

1945931 
 

 
Adopted from Institute for Research and Planning in Higher Education (2006) 
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As indicated in Table 2, the proportion of female students is higher than 
male students particularly at bachelor levels. The higher proportion of 
female students compared to male students in HE in the last few years, 
becomes even more manifest at the level of Masters and PhD, also in areas 
such as basic science and engineering. Despite this great boom, the rate of 
increase of other factors and dimensions in the higher education system, 
such as qualified faculty members and financial resources, has not kept pace 
with this increase in student population (Bazargan, 2002). 
 
DISTANCE LEARNING IN IRAN AS A DEVELOPING COUNTRY 
�
Distance learning and its interconnection with emerging ICT together have 
offered many promises to the field of education in developing countries 
particularly in Asia. In other words, the ever-expanding demand and 
increasing availability, sophistication and affordability of information and 
communications technology is encouraging governments to open the way for 
educators to reach to wider audiences of learners in a more economic 
manner (Jung & Latchem, 2007). Similarly, open and distance learning 
(ODL) is enjoying phenomenal growth in the higher education of the 
developing countries. There has been a surge in establishing and adopting 
distance, online and blended learning to serve more students in these 
countries during the last decades.  
 
Along with other developing countries (such as China, Nigeria, South 
Africa, India, etc) Iran is turning to distance learning programs to tackle with 
ever- increasing student population and scarcity of infrastructure, financial, 
and personnel resources to help students to fulfill their educational 
aspirations. In other words, it is a part of larger movement among 
developing countries to use distance-learning techniques to reach to  the 
surging student population with quality education which would by any other 
means be unreachable (Valentine, 2002). In the same vein, Asia now has 
more open and distance universities and more distance learners than any 
other region in the world.  
 
On the whole it could be pointed out that there has been wonderful growth in 
distance education in terms of number of students and courses, the variety of 
providers, and the range and effectiveness of new technologies serving as 
delivery tools for learning (Potashnik & Capper, 1998). Distance education 
is becoming increasingly global, creating myriad new alliances as traditional 
educational institutions join businesses, foreign governments, and 



international organizations to offer and use distance learning. Developing 
countries like Iran, utilizing new technologies, have new opportunities to 
meet the great social demand for higher education and to enhance their 
human capital.  
 
Historically, from the 1970s onward, Asian governments established single-
mode open universities to accommodate the large numbers of adults and 
school-leavers unable to gain entry to conventional universities (Jung & 
Latchem, 2007). Along with other Asian nations, the first Open University in 
Iran was launched in 1975 under the name of Azad University through 
correspondence courses (using hardcopies through postal services). The 
courses were supported with instructional radio and television programs (for 
a short period of time). After the Islamic revolution Payam-e-Noor 
University (PNU) was grounded based on the Azad (Free) University 
experience and infrastructures in 1987. This university branched out across 
the whole country very swiftly. Accordingly, in 1990, only three years after 
its establishment, PNU enrolled more students than any other state university 
in Iran; it had reached to a ‘mega’-university scale within seven years of its 
establishment. Interestingly, in 2004, the PNU accounted for more than 14 
percent  (see Table 3 ) of the total enrollment in higher education (Bazargan, 
2006). Less tuition fees in comparison to other non-public universities like 
IAU, alongside its flexibility in course provisions paved the ground for 
further popularity of PNU and its spread (see Table 3).  
 

Table 3. 
Distance Education Population and Student Population in 2003-4 
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 Currently, the PNU University with more than 400 university branches 
throughout Iran is now one of the mega-universities of the world and is also 
the largest state university in Iran which is offering mostly undergraduate 
programs. It should be noted that this figure did not include the virtual 
institutions (in fact virtual intuitions were lunched since 2004). 

                     Number  Distance
Education

Student
Population

Academic Year                              Student
Population 

287261 19459312003-4 



TECHNOLOGY and ICT in EDUCATION 

Virtual Institutions in Iran 
The Ministry of Science, Research and Technology (MSRT) in Iran has 
recently adopted a decentralization policy. This policy has created an 
opportunity for universities and other educational centers to initiate vast 
changes in their education and training systems. Obviously, the information 
and communication technology will have a significant role in these changes.  
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On the other hand, the 
growing national market may 
motivate virtual institutions 
(off-campus) to focus 
primarily on e-learning as a 
decent option. Accordingly, a 
large number of conventional 
universities struggling to 
utilize ICT-based initiative to 
introduce e-learning programs 
or enhance the quality of their 
conventional programs. 
Introducing and establishing 
these types of virtual or 
blended learning 
environments should be 
considered as a 
groundbreaking initiative in 
Iranian traditional higher 
education settings.  
 
An increasing number of 
universities, educational 
institutions, and organizations 
have already launched e-
learning programs or are in 
the process of establishing 
one. Among them, Shiraz 
University; Iran University of 
Science and Technology; 
Amir Kabir University; K.N. 
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Toosi University; Hadith Science College; Isfahan University; Shahid 
Beheshti University  and Tehran University as well as a few Non- 
governmental Higher Education Centers including Tehran Institute of Higher 
Education, Noore Touba Higher Education Center, etc. have established 
virtual campuses.     
  
There are also various projects underway to institute e-learning centers in 
universities such as Sharif University of Technology; Tarbiat Modarres 
University and Farabi Institute of Higher Education. Along with these 
universities, Iran’s two mega universities including Islamic Azad University 
with more than one million student body and Payam Noor University with 
about 600,000 students are moving towards ICT-based initiatives. Moreover, 
the Iranian Expatriates of North America, Europe and Australia have also 
organized an “E-Learning Consortium” and have established "International 
University of Iran".  It should be mentioned that some of these virtual 
campuses like Sharif Technical University and University of Tehran are 
providing plenty of non-degree courses or programs for various companies 
and other institutions. 
 
According to the MSRT act, the virtual universities should follow the 
Ministry of Science guidelines. Delivered programs by these virtual 
universities and centers are accredited as long as they are in accordance with 
these regulations. Graduates of these virtual universities are awarded official 
degrees. Unlike other conventional universities, virtual institutions’ 
admissions are decentralized and it is undertaken locally by universities and 
based on the applicants’ qualifications. However, the conditions for accepted 
students at these universities are almost the same as the traditional ones. In 
addition, applicants for these virtual universities alongside other 
qualifications should provide proof of financial capacity to pay for the 
tuition fees and the minimum required hardwares (e.g., computers for 
utilizing e-learning programs. 
 
Shiraz University as a pioneer officially launched its e-learning programs in 
2004 (Safavi, 2007). The number of virtual universities/ centers have 
noticeably increased to more than eight virtual universities and some non-
governmental higher education centers including Amir Kabir Technical 
University; Iran University of Science and Technology; Khadjeh Nasir Toosi 
University of Technology and Hadith Science College in 2005, University of 
Isfahan and Shahid Beheshti University in 2006 and University of Tehran in 
2007.  
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As indicated in table 4, the number of e-learning providers (virtual 
institutions) and the number of enrolled students have significantly 
increased. In January 2004, there was just one virtual institution with 115 
students; while in 2007; the number of virtual students tremendously 
increased to eight thousands (more than 30 times in four years). In the same 
vein, the number of e-learning program providers has significantly increased 
from one virtual institution in January 2004 to more than thirteen virtual 
institutions in 2007. Though this figure (seven thousand virtual students) is 
not comparable with three and half million student body in the Iranian higher 
education, its swift growth could be a sign of   big changes in Iranian higher 
education settings. The emergence of these virtual institutions could be 
associated with certain external and some internal determinants. In what 
follows, an overview of the distinctive features of virtual universities/ 
institutions in Iran is presented: 
 

� Almost all Virtual institutions or e-learning centers in Iran were 
originated in the conventional universities. Accordingly, these 
virtual institutions were established on the basis of the substantial 
physical and human resources existing in the campus-based 
university. Most of them do not have specific faculty members for 
their virtual campuses, thus they enjoy the services (including 
instructor, staff, etc.) of conventional universities. In other words, 
virtual parts are considered as a subpart of conventional universities 
with different names. In some universities it is entitled as “E-
learning Faculty” as in University of Shiraz, and in some as “E-
learning center” as in the University of Tehran.  

� Virtual institutions in Iran are developed simply to meet the high 
social demands for higher education. Due to the scarcity of physical 
and human resources the number of available places in conventional 
higher education settings is much lower than the real rising demand. 
Moreover, students are often forced to choose e-learning programs 
may be as their only choice for pursuing their higher education.  

� The climate (the dominant culture and cultural-pedagogic 
dimensions) of conventional universities has been transferred to and 
reproduced in virtual ones. Similarly, in virtual institutions to the 
aim is to transfer and translate what the conventional programs and 
courses offer into online courseware format. Thus, it is hard to see 
any differences between a virtual class and its conventional 
counterpart except that the contents are transferred to e-contents (cf. 
Attaran, 2007). 
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� The underpinning infrastructures of the e-Learning initiatives are 
centrally managed within the academic portfolio. Broadly speaking, 
this comprises a proprietary learning management system (LMS) at 
the centre, which in most of the cases is an in-house developed 
system (LMS). This LMS along with content management system 
(CMS) usually comprises all the requested tools and contents for 
design, and develops and runs e-learning courses including textual 
material, graphics, interactive exercises, assignment, etc. 

� Programs offered by these virtual institutions are supposed to be 
delivered entirely online. However, in practice, there are a few face-
to-face sessions for some courses such as physics, labs. In these 
virtual settings students are provided with pre-determined learning 
resources through CMS during the semester. Interactions between 
students and lecturers usually occur through LMS. However, there 
are no facilities in virtual settings for interactions among students. 
Due to poor technological infrastructure, even interactions between 
student and tutors are uneven.  

� Students are enjoying a few face-to-face meetings particularly for 
the new students in order to introduce the programs and procedures. 
Moreover, all of the final exams are administered in the 
conventional campus format, and e-learning students like other on-
campus students should take part in these exams. Meanwhile, the 
universities have established some central offices   all around the 
country to facilitate e-learning students’ affairs and also to support 
the students locally.  

� As mentioned, unlike other conventional universities the admission 
process in these virtual universities is conducted locally. 
Accordingly, eligible and interested applicants can apply for a 
program.  Initially all of the qualified applicants are registered as 
“Danesh Pazier” learners. These learners are given a few courses -
around 14 higher education credits- in the opening semester. Among 
the registered applicants, those who can accomplish these courses 
successfully (with a minimum score of 12 out of 20) will be declared 
as student.  

� There are very few professors and lecturers who utilize ICT-based 
initiatives in their conventional courses. Similarly, a great number of 
teachers in virtual institutions do not engage actively in designing  e-
learning courses and in communicating with students. As the dean of 
Virtual Hadith Science College pointed out a large number of the 
lecturers are not familiar with e-learning system. Therefore they 
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seek the assistance of a qualified Teacher Assistant (TA) to develop 
learning resources and also to facilitate interaction between students 
and lecturers.  

� The tuition fees in these universities are somewhat expensive for a 
middle class Iranian family. For instance in Amir Kabir or IUST 
virtual institution accomplishing a Masters degree (MS) in technical 
programs would cost around 6 thousand Dollars in 2007. However 
in most of the developed countries, e-learning system is adopted in 
order to offer more affordable higher education to the lower class 
sectors of their societies 

� Unlike other higher education settings in developing or developed 
countries, cultural issues and affairs are promoted along with 
education and research in Iranian higher education settings. 
Accordingly, there is a vice-presidency for cultural affairs in the 
administrative system of any higher education settings to respond to 
students’ cultural and religious needs through extra-curricular 
cultural activities. Students in virtual environments, however, do not 
have the opportunity to enjoy the extra-curricular cultural activities 
undertaken in traditional universities.  

� Nevertheless, despite the quantitative growth of virtual institutions, 
there is a growing concern about the quality of the programs offered 
in virtual institutions. In what follows, some of the outstanding 
virtual institutions would be more elaborated. 

 
Shiraz Virtual Institution  
University of Shiraz as one of the outstanding universities in Iran officially 
launched its first e-learning program in early 2004.  
 
This University is also considered as the first Iranian University which 
received government approval to start a joint e-learning program with 
foreign universities , i.e. Queen Mary College in the University of London 
(Safavi, 2007).  
 
Shiraz Virtual Institution has also been active in developing virtual 
laboratories to be used in e-learning programs, research activities, as well as 
in collaborating with industries.  



Table 4 
Approximate total student enrolments 

by Shiraz Virtual Institution during 2004-2007 academic years 

Sex
Academic Year Female Male SUM

2004 84 31 115 

2005 148 169 317 

2006 145 175 320 

2007 298 209 507 

SUM 635 459 1259 
 
Currently Shiraz Virtual Institution has about 1300 students (see Table 5) 
from all over the country and some from neighboring countries such as 
Kuwait and United Arab Emirates. These students are studying in various 
programs including: B.Sc. in Control Engineering (since 2004) Interface, 
B.Sc. in Electronics Engineering (since 2005), B.Sc. in Law (since 2005), 
and M.S. in e-Commerce (since 2005), etc.  
 
Hadith Virtual Science College 
Hadith Virtual Science College (HVSC) as the first Islamic E-college in Iran 
initiated its e-learning project with a Bachelor of Art program in mid 2004. 
This university has expanded gradually in terms of the number of programs 
and the extent of enrolled students.  Like other virtual institutions this higher 
education center as a non-governmental virtual entity has a conventional 
campus in the southern part of Tehran. HVSC is aiming to attract a variety of 
students from all over the world rather than just from Islamic countries.  
 
This Islamic e-collage provides its programs in Persian and recently in 
Arabic Language. It also plans to offer courses in English in the near future. 
To overcome the current infrastructure limitations like restricted bandwidth 
in the country, Virtual Hadith Science College is utilizing other technologies 
such as radio along with its own LMS and CMS. In other words, it tries to 
use an integration of radio broadcasting and the Internet that allow it to 
provide educational resources widely in an economic way. To this end, 
VHSC has signed contracts with Islamic Radio for broadcasting some of its 
courses.  As demonstrated in Table 6, VHSC campus has enrolled about 
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1500 students since 2004 from among more than three and half thousands 
applicants.  VHSC campus has experienced a smooth growth in terms of the 
number of students and the number of provided programs.  
 

Table 5 
Distribution of students in Hadith Virtual Science College 

during 2005-2008 academic years 
 

  Sex
Academic 
Year

Female Male SUM

2005

 
 
 124 56 180 

2006 164 88 252 
2007(Jan)  207 103 310 
2007(Sept) 331 148 479 
2008

 
243 130 373 

SUM
 

1024 498 1522  
 
The reported figures (the number of students) for 2008 are limited to the first 
semester only. Like other higher education settings in Iran more than half (in 
some years more than two-thirds) of these students are female (see Figure 2).  
 

Figure 2. 
TheNumber of students based on their Sex in Hadith Virtual College 

 

 
 245



 
Interestingly, according the dean of this virtual college the dropping rate is 
less than 10 percent among students of this virtual college. 
 
IUST virtual Institution 
Iran University of science and Technology (IUST) as one of the well-known 
technical universities in the Middle East has established its own e-learning 
programs in late 2004 with a master program in “Information Technology”.  
This virtual campus is located in IUST conventional campus in the northeast 
of Tehran.  Currently, more than 2000 students are studying in IUST virtual 
campus. These students are pursuing their studies in two bachelor programs 
and two masters programs.  
 
As indicated in the following figure the student population has increased 
significantly during these years (i.e. from 2005-2008). 

Table 6 
Distribution of students in IUST virtual campus 

during 2004-2007 academic years 
 

Sex
Academic Year Female Male SUM

2004 - - - 

2005 102 195 297 
2006 179 393 572 
2007 405 703 1108 
SUM 686 1291 1977 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As demonstrated in Table 7, the number of female students has significantly 
increased along with the male student population in technical fields of study. 
IUST virtual campus is utilizing a home-developed platform including LMS 
and CMS for running their programs and assimilating of the conventional 
class environments on the net.  
 
Along with this, due to bandwidth limitation in the country, learning 
resources are given to students through other ways like CD.  
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 
Virtual institutions in developing countries face major challenges which can 
threaten the very survival of these institutions. Poor accessibility along with 
posing traditional mindset to the new artifact could be accounted as the 
foremost obstacle in having successful e-learning environments in these 
countries. Similarly, the existing telecommunications systems are inefficient 
and also expensive to use, so higher education institutions are unlikely to 
place too much reliance on them for teaching, support, or information 
searching.  
 
In other words, accessibility in terms of the fast, cheap and with good quality 
access to the Internet is not feasible due to the problems related poor 
infrastructures, dependability, and most importantly negative attitude of 
political gatekeepers to this phenomenon (some gatekeepers consider 
Internet as threat  than opportunity). Accordingly, the experience of getting 
online could be different in terms of where you are, in which this experience 
can be slow and painful for e-learning students in Iran. 
That is the reason why most of the virtual institutions use Compact Disk 
(CD), and radio delivery methods. Consequently, such circumstances 
prevent producing or using interactive media and providing higher quality 
education for students.  
 
Swift growth of the tools and applications of the Internet and rapid access to 
data have provided a good foundation for developing interactive multimedia-
based educational software. However, bringing on and posing traditional 
mindsets (i.e. instructivist) to the e-learning environments in terms of its 
design and use make this new initiative (e-learning) vulnerable to be merely 
transfer of knowledge (e-teaching) rather than constructing of knowledge (e-
learning).   
 
As it seems is the case in the Iranian virtual institutions. In these virtual 
settings, there are great efforts made to relocate and transfer conventional 
universities’ educational procedural climate to virtual ones. In other words, 
converting concrete contents to e-contents seems to be the only difference 
between traditional on-campus programs with their virtual (off-campus) 
counterpart.

In the same line of the thoughts, the programs are strongly based on the 
lectures electronic presentations transferring the given contents. As a result it 
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can be expressed that, to initiate a successful e-learning environments in 
developing countries as in Iran, the shifts in the technological aspects should 
be aligned with shifts in educational climates and epistemologies. Situating 
learners in their “cultural frame of reference” (Lave & Wenger, 1991), the 
changes in educational settings can be carried out in multi-level, involving 
changes of individuals, institutional activities and practices, as well as 
technological tools and infrastructures. 
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