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ABSTRACT
Quality assessment is today a success factor and a guarantee in the
implementation and development of countless initiatives, programs
and strategies in a very wide variety of fields. For this reason, in an
educational field in a constant transformation, the evaluation of the
quality of each process, phase and tool must be understood as an
essential and basic part in teaching, betting on the implementation
of quality evaluation processes in the virtual environment and also
trying to adapt reality to new learning environments. In the present
moment, in a society in which everything has to be evaluated, the
establishment of evaluation standards for new instruments and the
standardization of accepted and validated processes will also make
virtual teaching-learning environments more reliable and effective.

This research proposes a mapping study with the aim to find
out the situation in which the research on quality evaluation in
e-Learning in higher education finds itself. The criteria used for
the selection of publications are concise and the complete process
carried out is reflected in each of its phases. The results allow us to
describe the current reality in a temporal perspective and the state
of the art, in order to address the potential future lines of research
in the field of quality assessment in virtual environments.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Quality and quality assessment are acquiring an important increase
in their social interest in recent years, in which everything has to
be evaluated and in which quality seals and labels have become a
clear objective for any organization, institution or project.

Accordingly, quality has become a crucial objective for most of
our universities, both at the political, institutional and individual
level. The achievement of quality implies an adequate planning
of the processes of evaluation and an improvement of the opera-
tion of the institution as a whole in matters of teaching, research,
management, administration and provision of the services offered
[1].

To talk about the educational world is, inexorably, to talk about
an area in constant transformation and development, a process
directed in the last decades towards the digitization and network
implementation of the traditional education.

In this context appears the term eLearning, defined by García-
Peñalvo [2] from an educational perspective as:

a non-face-to-face training that, through technologi-
cal platforms, enables andmakes access and timemore
flexible in the teaching-learning process, adapting
them to the skills, needs and availability of each stu-
dent, in addition to guaranteeing collaborative learn-
ing environments through the use of synchronous and
asynchronous communication tools, thus enhancing
the competency-based management process (p. 2).

The concept of online teaching (e-Learning) is a term in evolution
and adaptation to the new technological frameworks that varies
the place and presence of this methodology [3].

This process has caused the arousal of different modalities of e-
Learning. This way, from the face-to-face point of view, we can find:
Direct e-Learning (face-to-face), Blended Learning (combination
of face-to-face sessions with online training) and Online Learning
(completely online training). On the other hand, from the point of
view of the supports used we can find e-Learning (electronic), m-
Learning (with mobile devices) and u-Learning, a modality in which
learning can occur at any time and place and is also independent
of the devices.

The implementation of e-Learning models at present produces
changes in teaching-learning process that can be grouped as [4]:

• Changes in teacher profile: New skills since he is no longer
the only transmitter of content.

• Changes in the student profile: The student is now the center
of the process, responsibility in a more collaborative job.

Ortiz-López, A., Olmos-Migueláñez, S., & Sánchez-Prieto, J. C. (2020). e-Learning quality assessment in higher education: A mapping study. In F. J. García-Peñalvo (Ed.), Proceedings TEEM’20. 
Eighth International Conference on Technological Ecosystems for Enhancing Multiculturality (Salamanca, Spain, October 21st - 23rd, 2020). ACM. https://doi.org/10.1145/3434780.3436602 

PO
ST

https://doi.org/10.1145/3434780.3436602


TEEM’20, October 21–23, 2020, Salamanca, Spain Alberto Ortiz-López et al.

• Appearance of new professional profiles (pedagogical, techni-
cal and institutional) for the management of online training.

These implications highlight the key importance of ensuring the
quality achieved during the implementation of eLearning, which
can be defined as

the adequacy and direct relationship of technical, hu-
man, technological resources, methods and tools used
in the virtual teaching-learning process, according to
the needs and expectations of students and society
in order to guarantee the optimization of the learn-
ing process. learning in the effective practice of the
knowledge and skills acquired in this modality [5].

Since the 1990s, higher education institutions have begun to
direct their processes and teachings towards virtual environments,
making a firm commitment with their quality.

This transition has been supported by countless political strate-
gies both at national and international level, such as the Lisbon
Strategy (Special Session of the Lisbon European Council) in 2000.
This strategy advocated transforming the European economy into
a global power, being a fundamental pillar the quality of education
and the realization of a strong commitment to e-Learning [6].

However, to guarantee quality, it is essential to use a model of
evaluation that goes beyond the socially extended and recognized
(evaluation as a summative process or final qualification of it), and
that is conceived as a fair, objective and demanding tool to be able
to assign the qualifier of quality to any process.

To analyze this object and to deepen in the knowledge of the
advantages of e-Learning and the feasibility of its implementation in
higher education, in 2008 the Swedish National Agency for Higher
Education carried out a study that sought to know the components
of quality in virtual environments and how it can be achieved. The
resulting model was called the ELQ model, the result of work on
the practices carried out at the educational level in e-learning in
Europe, which includes aspects and criteria to assess the quality of
e-Learning in higher education [7].

Subsequently, the accreditation and quality certification models
in e-Learning have been specialized and disseminated, finding mod-
els such as UK IT TRAINING (ITTT), E-LEARNERS CHARTERS,
ODL QC STANDARS, CERTIFICATION E-LEARNING PROFES-
SIONAL (CeLP), BAOL QUALITY MARK; among others [8].

Aswe can see, there are innumerablemodels available to evaluate
the quality of e-Learning, which highlights the importance and
relevance that the advances in the field of virtual education have
had in recent years.

However, to the best of our knowledge, there is a lack of recent
studies that offer a systematic review of the state of the art on this
topic. This research aims to contribute to filling the research gat
through amapping study focused on knowing the number of studies
carried out on the assessment of quality in e-Learning in higher
education institutions, the place of realization of them, their annual
evolution, the authors who lead the subject and the methodology
used.

In order to present the research, the remainder of the paper is
structured as follows. Section two presents the methodology em-
ployed for the mapping study including the research questions,

Table 1: Mapping questions

Question Description
MP1 How has the number of publications evolved?
MP2 Which authors are the most relevant?
MP3 In which journals are the publications found?
MP4 In which countries have the studies been carried

out?
MP5 What types of research are the most carried out?

the inclusion/exclusion criteria, the search string, and the selec-
tion process. Section three includes the results obtained after the
analysis of the papers selected answering the questions stablished.
Finally, section four explores the implications of the results, the
limitations of the study and the future lines of research derived
from the investigation.

2 METHODOLOGY
This investigation carries out a mapping study, a technique that
facilitates the comprehensive review of primary studies in a given
area, which aims to identify the main evidence available on the
subject under study from a global and objective perspective [9].

In this research we will follow the structure stablished by
Kitchenham and Charters, whom summarize and group the mo-
ments of an SLR into three major phases, which are: Approach
to the review (identification of needs, questioning, inclusion and
exclusion criteria , approach to a protocol), review (selection of the
publications found in the databases, extraction of the information
and monitoring of data) and reporting the results. This section
summarizes both, the design of the mapping study (phase 1), and
the results of the selection process.

2.1 Research questions
The first step in the development of a mapping study is the for-
mulation of the questions intended to be answered. This research
questions must be clear, concise and relevant in order to facilitate
the analysis of the results and the presentation of the same. The
following research questions were formulated for this mapping
study (Table 1).

2.2 Inclusion and exclusion criteria
Mapping studies and systematic reviews require a series of explicit,
clear and objective inclusion and exclusion criteria to evaluate each
primary study. These criteria are useful to determine which articles
meet the established requirements and which must be discarded,
and they are a fundamental part for the correct development of the
systematic review [10].

2.2.1 Inclusion Criteria.

I1 The articles deal with the assessment of the quality of e-
Learning in higher education, understanding as such the
definitions that are presented at the end of these criteria.

I2 Publications must be articles that have undergone a peer
review process.

I3 Articles have been published in the last five years.
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I4 The articles are written in Spanish or English.
I5 The articles deal with e-Learning in its entirety, not exclu-

sively with any of its modalities (blended-Learning, mobile-
Learning, u-Learning ...).

I6 The articles present empirical studies.

2.2.2 Exclusion Criteria.

E1 The articles that do not deal with e-Learning quality assess-
ment in higher education.

E2 The publications are not scientific articles submitted to a
peer review process.

E3 The articles have been published before the last five years.
E4 The articles are written in languages other than Spanish or

English have been excluded.
E5 Articles that are not empirical studies or include a content

validation process by expert judges.
E6 Articles that do not deal with e-Learning in its entirety

(blended-Learning, mobile-Learning, etc.).
Given the diversity of definitions of eLearning and in order to

clarify the criteria, we took as a reference the definition of García-
Peñalvo previously mentioned in the introduction. Therefore, any
article that refers to e-Learning as partially face-to-face or non-
face-to-face teaching, flexible and that uses both synchronous and
asynchronous communication tools, will be valid.

However, in order to make this investigation a serious restriction
on the state of the art in higher education (exclusively), MOOCs
and open education courses have not been included in this review,
since it cannot be guaranteed that they have people exclusively
linked to the field of higher education as creators or participants.

Finally, we considered valid any article that conceives eLearning
quality as the degree to which an eLearning course, program or
teaching meets established requirements and that implies a correct
and in-depth planning, evaluation and improvement in the teaching
and research processes and in the areas of management and admin-
istration. Likewise, quality must also guarantee the optimization
and maximization of the teaching-learning process in terms of the
knowledge and skills acquired by the participants and the way in
which these are transmitted.

2.3 Search string and databases
The search was carried out on 26/11/2019 in the Web of Science
and Scopus databases, the most relevant in the research field [11].

The search string used was:
("Quality Evaluation" OR "Quality Assessment”) AND ("eLearn-

ing" OR "e-Learning") AND ("Higher Education" OR "University" OR
"Higher Education" OR "University")

The database with the articles, the complete process and
the reviews carried out is available for free access at the
link: https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1Ll3dPdTyc-
PkZhmHwQn9aE4PRPSJ3-vgXy7A3Mco7ow/edit?usp=sharing

The initial search yielded 639 articles that where included in
the first phase of the Investigation. After removing duplicates, the
number dropped to 630 papers.

In the second phase of the research, the exclusion criteria already
referred to in this work were applied. The result after the first
application of criteria was 28 articles accepted and 19 proposed for
later review (47 articles).

Figure 1: Article selection process

After this, the review and discussion of the articles marked for
this process and those already accepted was also requested with a
professor and researcher who is an expert in the field and in the
development of mapping / SLR-type studies.

It was in this phase of the investigation that the final object of
the investigation was more specific; rejecting MOOC-type studies
and open education (due to their nature, as has already been stated
during the development of this work) and those publications that
exclusively referred to e-Learning in a single of its modalities were
also discarded (mobile -Learning, blended-Learning); Since this
research seeks to know how is the assessment of quality in the
globality of e-Learning, without focusing on a single part due to
the impossibility of extrapolation of it to the whole.

Likewise, the decision was also made to include those articles
that referred to different phases of the e-Learning process, since it
provides a more precise vision of those phases that are most studied
in relation to the assessment of its quality and those that allow the
opening of new avenues of investigation.

Finally, with the clear objective of guaranteeing the validity, ob-
jectivity and improving the reliability of the research, we requested
a review by two expert judges of fifty random articles to verify the
validity of the application of the criteria carried out to date. The
judges determined that 100% of the excluded / included articles that
were reviewed were correctly ruled, which allowed this research to
continue with a higher degree of validity.

In relation to the number of publications promoted in each phase,
the final number of accepted publications was 19 (with an accep-
tance percentage of 2.97%) and a total of 620 rejected articles (Figure
1).

3 RESULTS
The first question posed in the mapping (MP1) refers to the evo-
lution of the number of publications during the last five years. To
this end, the year of publication of each accepted research has been
taken into account (Figure 2).

In the evolution of the publications can be seen how the number
of them increases in the last year, going from a downward trend
since 2016, to a total of six publications in 2019. This trend may
be justifiable in the digital transition that higher education institu-
tions are making and in the importance that they are giving to the
assessment of its quality.
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Figure 2: Number of articles depending on the year of publi-
cation

Table 2: Authors based on the number of publications

Number of
Publications

Author

2 Kaur, K.; Marciniak, R.; Waheed, M.
1 Arroyo, G.C.; Barcia-Tirado, D.M.;

Batalla-Busquets, J.-M.; Bui, T.K.; Ceballos, S.P.;
Cegarra-Navarro, J.G.; Cepeda-Carrioń, G.;
Choi, C.-R.; Cisneros-Cohernour, E.; Clavijo, V.;
De-Pablos-Heredero, C.; Ducange, P.;
Farasatkhah, M.; Garciá, P.A.; Gonzaĺez, M.S.;
Gore, J.; Holmes, K.; Jankulovic, A.; Jeong, H.-Y.;
Kurilovas, E.; La Rotta, D.; Lim, K.; Limbu, Y.B.;
Mahdiuon, R.; Margalina, V.M.; Martin Nunẽz,
J.L.; Martińez-Arguëlles, M.-J.; Martińez-Caro,
E.; Masoumi, D.; Montes- Botella, J.L.; Nguyen,
H.T.; Ortiz, P.; Park, Y.; Pecori, R.; Pham, H.T.;
Pham, L.; Prieto-Rodriǵuez, E.; Qazi, A.;
Raspopovic, M.; Serrano, E.L.; Suraci, V.;
Torres-Barzabal, L.M.; Usuga, O.C.;
Vinogradova, I.

The second question (MP2) refers to the most relevant authors in
the analyzed publications (Table 2). After the analysis, it cannot be
concluded that there is one or more authors who stand out notably
above the rest in terms of their number of publications, since it
is only Kiran Kaur, Renata Marciniak and Mehwish Waheed who
have two publications, while the rest of the authors only have one
publication.

The third mapping question (MP3) is related with the sources
of publication of the articles (Table 3). The articles included in
this study have been published in 24 different scientific journals,
of which two of them (International Review of Research in Open
and Distance Learning and Turkish Online Journal of Distance
Education) have two publications while the rest only present one.

The fourth question (MP4) aims to find out which countries
have the greater number of publications in order to identify the
geographic areas more interested in the assessment of the quality
in e-Learning.

The results (Figure 3) show that Spain is the country with the
most published research on the subject of study, since seven arti-
cles (36.85% of the total) have been written here. South Korea and

Table 3: Journals based on the number of publications

Number of
Publications

Journal

2 International Review of Research in Open and
Distance Learning, Turkish Online Journal of
Distance Education

1 International Journal of Engineering Education,
Internet Research, Learning Environments
Research, Multimedia Tools and Applications,
Opcioń, Revista Electrońica de Investigacioń
Educativa, Revista Iberoamericana de
Tecnologiás del Aprendizaje, RUSC Universities
and Knowledge Society Journal, Studies in
Higher Education, TechTrends, Total Quality
Management and Business Excellence

Figure 3: Publications according to the country where the
studies were carried out

Figure 4: Number of studies depending on the type of re-
search carried out

Malaysia are far behind Spain with two publications each, and the
rest of the countries have only one publication.

Finally, question five (MP5) asks to know what type of research
methodology has been carried out, distinguishing between qualita-
tive research, quantitative research and mixed research (Figure 4).
The results show that the majority of the studies are quantitative
([12-18]) and mixed ([19-25]), with seven studies each one; and only
five are qualitative ([26-30]).
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Figure 5: Internet searches for "e-Learning" term.

4 DISCUSSION
In the analysis of the results obtained after carrying out the map-
ping, we can observe an increase in the number of studies performed
in recent years, which shows a growing interest in the scientific and
educational community in the research of the quality assessment
processes in this teaching modality.

Even so, and despite this trend, there are still very few authors
and resources focused on evaluating quality in virtual environments,
so a greater effort and involvement is required to position the quality
factor as relevant in virtual environments, and defend the same as a
key factor for the success and development of a program, teaching
or institution.

As for the country of origin of the publications, it is detected
that Spain is at the forefront in terms of publications on quality
assessment in e-Learning in higher education, which may be due
to the fact that the search carried out for the mapping contains the
terms both in English and Spanish (as can be seen in the search
string).

With the transition to remote teaching that COVID-19 hasmeant;
there have been countless research groups, Universities and enti-
ties (public and private) that have implemented measures aimed at
training teachers and students in online teaching and evaluation
processes. A sample that reflects the exponential interest that non-
face-to-face teaching takes at the present time and its evaluation is
reflected in the announcements made by multiple scientific jour-
nals that, due to the pandemic and the educational changes that are
taking place, have announced the publication of special and mono-
graphic issues on e-Learning and all the phases and components
that this type of learning involves. Some of these journals are: Jour-
nal of Lifelong Learning, IAFOR, European Educational Research
Journal, Educational Studies in Mathematics, International Journal
of Educational Research and Innovation, Scholarship of Teaching
and Learning in Psychology. . .

Another clear example that reflects this interest is the list of
searches on the net for the “e-Learning” term (Figure 5), which
shows an increase in the implementation of online assessment
processes and the underlying need to evaluate the quality of these
training processes.

These changes in teaching modalities and the continuous ad-
vances towards areas where presence loses prominence and tech-
nology becomes a fundamental means, make e-Learning become a
protagonist in our educational systems.

The mapping carried out in this research has allowed us to know
the situation regarding the e-Learning quality assessment in higher
education at the present time, providing a global and objective
vision in the absence of studies of this type.

After knowing the general panorama of the studies carried out
in the last five years, this mapping presents a snapshot of the inves-
tigations carried out so far prior to the start of the COVID-19 crisis,
therefore, this mapping can also guide future studies that may be
carried out in this area, in the transformation of e-Learning and in
the improvement of quality processes.

The main limitation that this research has found is the constant
transformation in the digital field, which makes us face a difficult
field to narrow down. In addition, the lack of common protocols for
the assessment of quality in e-Learning also means that some lines
followed are confusing in their interpretation and in the delimita-
tion of it, depending mainly on the institution of higher education
that carries it out.

This mapping, which is part of a broader and in-depth study on
the assessment of quality in e-Learning in higher education, also
opens up new lines of future research, among which includes the
deepening of new mapping questions (use of instruments or scales,
who is in charge of this evaluation process...) and the approach of
an SLR study to know how these processes are in depth.
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