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This study set out to explore Iranian English as a foreign language (EFL) teachers’ perceptions on the implementation of online EFL instruction. A mixed-methods design, including semi-structured interviews and questionnaires, was employed for the specific purposes of this study. A total of 242 EFL teachers participated in the questionnaire phase of the study. In addition, 46 EFL teachers participated in the interview phase of the study. The teachers worked at a number of universities, schools and language-teaching institutions in Iran. Results suggest that although the Iranian EFL teachers adopted moderately positive attitudes towards the implementation of online instruction, the majority of them preferred blended instruction to online instruction. At the same time, the study revealed that the implementation of online EFL instruction in Iran is challenging due to a number of perceived impediments and obstacles. The most considerable perceived challenges to the implementation of online EFL instruction comprise lack of online facilities and resources, lack of interaction in online instruction, cultural resistances to online instruction and teachers’ limited knowledge of online instruction. The findings of this study provided crucial insights into teachers’ perspectives on a number of measures that can be adopted to facilitate the integration of online instruction in the EFL context of Iran. The findings would provide valuable insights for educational authorities and course designers to integrate online instruction into the EFL curriculum.
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Introduction

In recent years, educational decision makers and course designers from a wide range of educational institutions and universities have expressed growing interest in the implementation of online instruction (Beatty and Ulasewicz 2006; Dawley 2007; Fish and Gill 2009). Accordingly, the implementation of online EFL instruction has gained increased popularity in language-teaching and -learning contexts (Hubbard 2008; Shin and Son 2007; Stickler and Hauck 2006). Online instruction would offer a plethora of benefits and merits for various educational stakeholders. The benefits of online instruction include the opportunity for ubiquitous learning, convenience, cost-effectiveness, provision of educational opportunities for learners and instructors, accessibility, learner-centredness and improvement of students’ higher order thinking (Bijeikienė, Rašinskienė, and Zutkienė 2011; Britt 2006; Hill 2002; Hofmann 2002; Kim and Bonk 2006; Petrides 2002).

Some experts of educational technology and online instruction contend that the implementation of online instruction might create limitations and challenges. Most importantly, lack of interaction between the instructors and students might be one considerable challenge of online instruction (Song et al. 2004; Vonderwell 2003). Another significant barrier to implementing online instruction is that instructors should develop and prepare appropriate materials for online instruction while this issue places a considerable demand on instructors (Reeves and Brown 2002). Providing timely and effective feedback to students would create concerns for teachers in online instruction (Taylor 2003). Moreover, delays in providing feedback and responding to students’ questions would cause misunderstanding and frustration. As a significant impediment, Madaus (2013) argues that most instructors would not possess the necessary skills and expertise required for implementing online instruction. The final restriction of online instruction is lack of interaction in online courses and failure to meet realistic needs of students (Carnevale 2004; Hampel and Hauck 2004).

Despite these challenges and obstacles, online instruction has continued to be a robust and efficient approach to learning and teaching from the perspectives of many teachers and students (Li and Irby 2008). In addition, several scholars of language teaching have pointed out that the use of the Internet and online tools would increase EFL students’ autonomy and facilitate their learning (Levy 2009; Shin and Son 2007; Son 2011; Warschauer 2010).

	

Literature review

Even though there is an abundance of research directed towards students’ perceptions on the implementation of online instruction in a wide range of educational contexts (e.g., Allen et al. 2002; Hammonds 2003; Irani and Telg 2002; Poole 2000; Richardson and Newby 2006; Song et al. 2004; Thurmond et al. 2002), the issue of teachers’ perspectives of online instruction has remained mostly uninvestigated.

Interestingly, results of several studies related to teachers’ perspectives on online instruction in educational contexts are indicative of teachers’ positive attitudes towards the implementation of online instruction. Specifically, some studies have been undertaken to assess teachers’ and students’ perspectives on online instruction using social constructivist approaches (e.g., Can 2009; Gold 2001; Lavooy and Newlin 2003; Sam, Wah, and Leong 2007; Woo and Reeves 2007). The findings of research related to social constructivist approaches to online instruction have indicated that the majority of educational stakeholders, including teachers, adopt positive attitudes towards these approaches to online instruction. A couple of studies have also been carried out to assess teachers’ attitudes towards the implementation of online instruction (Benson, Anderson, and Ooms 2011; Koo 2001; Puteh 2002; Yusof et al. 2011). Generally, the results of these studies showed the positive attitudes of teachers towards online instruction. However, previous research has indicated that online instruction is not without limitations. Technical problems of online courses, lack of teachers’ computer literacy, lack of teachers’ training for online instruction and lack of interaction are the major challenges of online instruction from the perspective of teachers.

Even though, in language-teaching contexts, a plethora of studies have examined students’ attitudes towards online EFL instruction (Aydin 2007; Chenoweth and Murday 2003; Chou 2010; Isman and Dabaj 2004; Scida and Saury 2006; Yang 2001), limited research has been conducted on teachers’ perceptions of online language instruction (e.g., Bijeikienė, Rašinskienė, and Zutkienė 2011; Hampel and Hauck 2004; Murday, Ushida, and Chenoweth 2008; Shin and Son 2007). Based on the findings of the relevant literature, it can be concluded that the majority of language teachers adopt positive attitudes towards online instruction. Easy access, learner-centredness and communicativeness are significant merits of online EFL instruction based on the findings of the previous literature. On the contrary, the challenges of online EFL instruction included language teachers’ lack of computer literacy and knowledge of online instruction, lack of facilities to implement online instruction and lack of interaction in online language-teaching courses. With regard to the previous literature, relevant limitations and obstacles should be removed to enable EFL teachers to teach EFL online.

Concerning online instruction in Iran, Gharehbakloo (2005) argues that few universities and schools have adopted online instruction approaches despite the fact that there are several challenges to the implementation of online instruction. These challenges include lack of access to high-quality Internet services, low levels of computer skills, low speed of the Internet, lack of online teaching materials and resources and difference between degrees received from traditional universities and online universities. In addition, Fathi Vajargah and Khoshnoodifar (2013) believe that the Iranian educational curriculum should be internationalised. They point out that implementing online instruction and technology-enhanced approaches to instruction would facilitate the internationalisation of the educational system of Iran. It has been recommended that possible barriers to internalisation and online instruction be eliminated in the Iranian educational context. The issue of facilitating the implementation of distance and online instruction in Iran has been emphasised in several studies (Ghafari and Molaei 2011; Goodarzi et al. 2012; Khasseh, Moghaddam, and Jowkar 2009; Tavakoli Khomeini 2009). Furthermore, teachers occupy fundamental roles in the use of technology in language-teaching contexts even though very limited research has been directed towards their attitudes towards the use of technology for language teaching in Iran (Dashtestani 2012). Therefore, the current study was an attempt to provide insights into language teachers’ perspectives on the implementation of online instruction in language-teaching courses in Iran. The findings would have implications for facilitating the implementation of online instruction in EFL contexts. To achieve the above-mentioned aims, the research asks the following specific questions:


	(1) 	
					What are the attitudes of Iranian EFL teachers towards the implementation of online instruction?
				

	(2) 	
					What are the perceptions of EFL teachers on the possible challenges to the implementation of online instruction?
				

	(3) 	
					What are the perceptions of EFL teachers on strategies that should be adopted to integrate online instruction in the Iranian EFL curriculum?
				



	

Methodology

Research design

A mixed-methods design was adopted for the purposes of this study. More specifically, attempts were made to conduct a methodological triangulation through the use of a mixed-methods design. First, the use of such a design provided both confirmatory and supplementary data, which enriched the findings and their interpretations. Second, since methodological triangulation is an effective approach to obtaining valid and comprehensive interpretation of the research data (Best and Kahn 2005), two instruments were employed to improve the validity of the instruments and interpretations of the findings in this study. As a result, qualitative data were collected using in-depth interviews and quantitative data were collected employing questionnaires. The qualitative and quantitative findings were then analysed and compared to provide rich and validated findings.



Questionnaire development

Initially, a Likert scale questionnaire was designed to investigate the attitudes of EFL teachers towards implementing online language teaching in Iran. The questionnaire was constructed and developed based on reviewing previous research on theories, practices and findings related to online instruction in EFL and educational contexts (e.g., Bijeikienė, Rašinskienė, and Zutkienė 2011; Corda and Stel 2004; Hampel and Hauck 2004; Murday, Ushida, and Chenoweth 2008; Sampson 2003; Scida and Saury 2006). The content of the items was examined by a team of three senior professors of Educational Technology and three senior professors of Applied Linguistics. The items were revised and improved based on the suggestions and recommendations made by the team of experts.

In addition, Cronbach's Alpha coefficients were calculated and the results showed high levels of reliability for the three sections of the survey (α=0.87, 0.92, 0.9, respectively). According to Murphy and Davidshofer (2001), reliability indices more than 0.9 indicate a high level of reliability. In order to evaluate the construct validity of the questionnaire, an acceptable level of Kaiser-Meyer-Oklin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy (section 1=0.77; section 2=0.79; section 3=0.69) and Bartlett's test of sphericity (0.00) was achieved. Therefore, exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was run to establish the construct validity of the questionnaire (Anderson, Fisher, and Norman 2002). Specifically, the items of the first section of the questionnaire loaded on four factors. The second section of the questionnaire included three factors. The last section comprised two factors. The factor loading of <0.30 for each item was regarded acceptable and satisfactory.

Following the demographics items, a total of 31 items were included in the questionnaire. The first section of the questionnaire included items related to teachers’ attitudes towards implementing online EFL instruction. The items of the second section were constructed to identify the challenges and limitations of online EFL instruction from the perspective of EFL teachers. Finally, teachers’ perceptions of strategies to be adopted to implement online language teaching were explored through the inclusion of the last section of the questionnaire. Paper-based questionnaires were distributed and the teachers were invited to participate in the questionnaire phase of the study voluntarily.

As for the ethical considerations of the study, an informed consent letter was submitted to the teachers before their participation in the survey study. The consent letter was developed based on the guidelines of designing consent letters mentioned in Mackey and Gass (2005). Specifically, the consent letter was designed to provide sufficient information about the study for the teachers, comprehension of the aims of research and voluntary participation of the participants. The issues regarding anonymity and confidentiality were further taken into consideration and explained to the participants.



Interview development

Interviews were also used to enrich the results obtained from the survey study. A total of 46 EFL teachers accepted to take part in interviews. The responses of the participants were recorded during each interview session. The interviews were conducted throughout 6 weeks. The same panel of six professors validated the content of the questions of the interviews. Also, the same literature was used to construct the questions of the interviews. The interview questions were as follows:


	(1)	
							What are the possible benefits of online EFL instruction?
						

	(2)	
							What are the obstacles to the implementation of online EFL instruction in Iran?
						

	(3)	
							What types of strategies should be adopted to facilitate the inclusion of online EFL instruction in EFL curricula of Iran?
						

	(4)	
							Do you believe in the usefulness of blended EFL instruction or online EFL instruction for Iranian EFL students? Why?
						

	(5)	
							Do you think that you have adequate skills to teach in an online EFL instruction? Why do you think so?
						





Data analysis procedures

The data of the questionnaire were analysed through performing a descriptive analysis. The mean and standard deviation were presented for the data related to each item of the questionnaire. SPSS version 16 was employed for the data analysis. To ensure the reliability of the data analysis, two different coders (including the author) read the data obtained by the interviews and then transcribed them. The emerging themes, which were verified by the two coders, were analysed and reported. Excerpts from teachers’ statements were included in the study.



Sample

The sample comprised 242 EFL teachers from eight different language-teaching institutions (n=147), two universities (n=39) and six high schools (n=56) in the provinces of Tehran and Alborz, Iran. The teachers took part in the study in the summer of 2012. All participants had attended teacher training/education courses before their employment. In addition, 46 EFL teachers participated in the interview study. Since access to all schools, universities and language-teaching institutions was not possible for the researcher, a convenience sample was considered useful for the purpose of this study. The researcher selected those schools, universities and language-teaching institutions that were accessible. Moreover, in order to achieve a common understanding regarding the purpose of the study and the definition of online instruction, in the initial section of the questionnaire a definition was provided for online instruction based on the purposes and framework of the study. Those teachers who strongly agreed or agreed with the definition were included in the study. The teachers who disagreed or strongly disagreed with the definition provided were excluded from the study and data analysis. Table 1 shows the characteristics of the sample group used in this study.





Table 1.Participants’ demographic information.

							
									Gender
									Male=98
									Female=144
							

						

							
									Average age
									34.4
									
							

							
									Average years of teaching EFL
									8.7
									
							

							
									Average years of using computers
									9.7
									
							

							
									Average years of using the Internet
									7.6
									
							

							
									University degrees
									BA/BS: 172
									
							

							
									
									MA/MS: 66
									
							

							
									
									PHD: 4
									
							

						


Findings

EFL teachers’ attitudes towards online instruction

The survey

As Table 2 depicts, the EFL teachers held fairly positive attitudes towards online EFL instruction (total mean of the section=3.56). Updated materials, students’ autonomy, improvement in students’ motivation, time-efficiency, authenticity of resources, opportunities for international communication, learner-centredness, accessibility, use of different types of materials, use of multimedia and cost-effectiveness were the perceived merits of online EFL instruction reflected in the responses of the participants.





Table 2.Teachers’ attitudes towards online instruction 

									
											Number of participants=242
											Mean
											SD
									

								

									
											Updated materials can be used in online EFL courses
											4.45
											0.9
									

									
											Students will be more autonomous in online EFL courses
											4.24
											0.79
									

									
											Online EFL courses enhance students’ motivation
											4.23
											0.83
									

									
											Online EFL courses are time-efficient
											4.1
											0.9
									

									
											Authentic materials are used in online EFL courses
											4.04
											0.99
									

									
											Learners can communicate internationally in online EFL courses
											3.98
											1.06
									

									
											Online EFL courses are based on learner-centred approaches to teaching
											3.94
											0.91
									

									
											Online EFL courses are easily accessible to students
											3.9
											1.22
									

									
											Multimedia can be used in online EFL courses
											3.86
											1.19
									

									
											Various types of materials can be used in online EFL courses
											3.83
											1.3
									

									
											Online EFL courses are cost-effective
											3.72
											1.22
									

									
											Online EFL courses will promote students’ and teachers’ computer competence
											3.3
											1.2
									

									
											Online EFL courses are in line with experiential approaches to leaning
											3.26
											1.29
									

									
											Online EFL courses provide equal opportunities for learners to learn English
											3.13
											1.11
									

									
											Online EFL courses promote collaboration among students
											3.06
											1.41
									

									
											Expansive feedback can be provided for students in online EFL courses
											2.97
											1.24
									

									
											Online EFL courses are easy to be implemented
											2.37
											1.4
									

									
											Online EFL courses are more interactive than traditional courses
											2.36
											1.25
									

								
									
											Likert scales: 1, strongly disagree; 2, disagree; 3, undecided; 4, agree; 5, strongly agree.
									

								




The interview

The responses to the first question of the interview regarding the merits of online EFL instruction showed the positive attitudes of the majority of EFL teachers. The teachers pointed out some benefits of online EFL instruction, including authenticity and variety of materials, promotion in students’ motivation to learn, accessibility for all students, and time and energy efficiency. Excerpts of the participants’ quotations confirm these positive attitudes:

One problem for many students is spending a long time on learning. Students who lack time to attend EFL courses can benefit from online EFL courses a lot. These courses will be accessible to all students. (Teacher 17)
Well … the problem is that the current EFL courses which are based on traditional approaches to teaching EFL are not very motivating for EFL students. Using technology especially online EFL teaching might help language teachers to switch to more modern approaches to teaching and improve students’ motivation and interest in learning a language. (Teacher 30)

						

EFL teachers’ perceptions of obstacles to the implementation of online instruction

The survey

Based on the findings illustrated in Table 3, the EFL teachers regarded lack of online facilities, students’ incompetence to use the Internet, cultural resistances to online EFL courses, lack of interactivity, possible negative attitudes of students towards online EFL instruction, and suitability of online EFL courses for autonomous students and not all students as the major barriers to the implementation of online instruction in EFL contexts.





Table 3.Obstacles to the implementation of online instruction.

									
											N=242
											Mean
											SD
									

								

									
											There is a lack of online facilities in EFL courses
											4.32
											0.78
									

									
											Students lack the necessary Internet-based skills to participate in online ELT courses
											4.09
											0.98
									

									
											There are cultural resistances to the implementation of online EFL teaching
											3.87
											0.94
									

									
											There is a lack of interaction in online EFL courses
											3.82
											1.05
									

									
											Students do not have positive attitudes towards online EFL courses
											3.68
											1
									

									
											Online EFL courses are just appropriate for autonomous students
											3.67
											1.17
									

									
											There is not much teacher supervision over students in online EFL courses
											3.1
											1.3
									

									
											Online EFL courses are not responsive to students’ needs
											2.88
											1.31
									

									
											Online EFL teaching is costly to be implemented in TEFL contexts
											2.82
											1.21
									

									
											Online EFL courses place a lot of demands on EFL teachers
											2.58
											1.13
									

									
											Online EFL courses are not motivating for students
											2.42
											1.1
									

								
									
											Likert scales: 1, strongly disagree; 2, disagree; 3, undecided; 4, agree; 5, strongly agree.
									

								



						The interview

The EFL teachers were asked about the limitations which might impede the inclusion of online instruction. The majority of participants reported that there is a serious lack of online and Internet-based facilities in the Iranian EFL courses. This challenge was reported in the responses of 41 EFL teachers. Some EFL teachers asserted that some EFL students would not accept or trust online EFL instruction since they are accustomed to using traditional approaches to EFL teaching and would resist the change.

In response to the question regarding the adequacy of EFL teachers’ skills for online instruction, most EFL teachers reported that they were not competent enough for the implementation of online EFL instruction. The EFL teachers seem to lack methodological and computer knowledge to teach English online. Some teachers also stated that online EFL instruction is not suitable for all students and it can exclusively meet the needs of some specific groups of students. For example:

We lack basic technological facilities in our EFL courses. How do we expect that we can run online EFL courses? (Teacher 7)
I reckon students will not feel comfortable in online EFL courses. This might be because of their lack of ICT competence or their distrust in online EFL courses. I sometimes see some students who are not able to perform some basic computer operations and it's a shame. So it's not only the matter of teaching but the matter of learning as well. (Teacher 41)
Online language teaching requires some specific skills on the part of EFL teachers. We don't know how to run these courses efficiently. I believe this problem discourages teachers from teaching EFL online. (Teacher 29)
Not all students will benefit from online courses. We should first consider students’ needs and then plan to teach EFL online. (Teacher 33)

						

Strategies to be adopted to include online instruction

The survey

As Table 4 shows, it appears that some strategies, including improving online facilities, training on teaching methodologies of online EFL courses, combining face-to-face and online EFL teaching, and training on online computer literacy, are essential to be adopted in order to implement online EFL instruction effectively.





Table 4.Strategies to include online instruction.

									
											N=242
											Mean
											SD
									

								

									
											Computer-based and online facilities should be improved in EFL courses
											4.51
											0.81
									

									
											Students and teachers should receive training on online computer literacy skills
											4.19
											0.82
									

									
											Online EFL courses should be combined with face-to-face EFL courses
											4.1
											1
									

									
											EFL teachers should receive training on online EFL teaching methodologies and principles
											4.01
											1.2
									

									
											Online EFL courses should replace traditional EFL courses
											2.65
											0.97
									

								
									
											Likert scales: 1, strongly disagree; 2, disagree; 3, undecided; 4, agree; 5, strongly agree.
									

								




The interview

The EFL teachers suggested some strategies that can be taken in order to implement online instruction. As depicted by the questionnaire results, the EFL teachers deemed that there should be adequate computer-based and Internet-based facilities to implement online EFL instruction. Receiving training for online instruction for both teachers and students was reported to be essential. In addition, 44 teachers considered implementing blended EFL instruction more beneficial than online EFL instruction:

For successful implementation of online courses in EFL, we need both training and facility improvement. Of course, training should be both for EFL teachers and learners. Also, we need to have high-quality and up-to-date online facilities to implement online instruction effectively. (Teacher 11)
This is my belief that the current EFL context of Iran requires the combination of online and face-to-face courses to achieve the utmost efficiency. However, I think it's too early to expect our learners and teachers to accept online courses and adapt their teaching and learning practices to it. (Teacher 27)

								I know that online instruction is a large industry in language teaching nowadays, but having online courses is a good idea provided that it can be supported by face-to-face teaching sessions. (Teacher 2)

						



Discussion and conclusion

The findings indicated that the majority of language teachers who participated in this study adopted positive attitudes towards online instruction of EFL. Since teachers occupy pivotal roles in motivating students to use technology for their learning, the positive perspectives of teachers on the implementation of online instruction would facilitate the integration of online instruction in the EFL curriculum in Iran. The findings of this study are commensurate with the previous literature on teachers’ perceptions of online instruction which has revealed teachers’ acceptance of and satisfaction with online approaches to teaching (Bijeikienė, Rašinskienė, and Zutkienė 2011; Hampel and Hauck 2004; Murday, Ushida, and Chenoweth 2008; Shin and Son 2007). Successful application of technology in EFL instruction requires teachers’ positive attitudes (Jones 2001; Dashtestani 2012). In this study, the teachers expressed their preference for implementing blended instruction over online instruction. Teachers’ preference for the implementation of blended instruction has also been echoed in the previous research (Bijeikienė, Rašinskienė, and Zutkienė 2011; Hampel and Hauck, 2004; Murday, Ushida, and Chenoweth 2008). It is beneficial to set long-term goals to include blended learning in the EFL programs in Iran. To achieve this aim, educational authorities, teachers, educators and course designers should adopt positive attitudes towards online and blended instruction. Taking language teachers’ attitudes towards online instruction into account, educational institutions should pave the way for motivating teachers to include online instruction in their teaching practices. Additionally, both teachers and students should have positive attitudes towards technology use (Jones 2001). Therefore, further research is required to identify students’ perspectives on online instruction and their needs and preferences. Certainly, educational authorities and course designers should be cautious about the needs and preferences of teachers and learners and make attempts to meet the needs appropriately and continuously.

Various factors and obstacles might discourage language teachers from implementing online instruction in the Iranian context. One significant barrier to online instruction of EFL in Iran would be a lack of online facilities and equipment. This shortcoming is not exclusively related to the quantity of online facilities but also linked to their quality. Lack of online facilities would be a demotivating factor for both students and teachers. Lack of online facilities has been an impediment to online instruction in other EFL contexts as well (Shin and Son 2007; Toprakci 2002). As much emphasis has been placed on facilitating the incorporation of online and blended instruction into Iranian EFL educational context (Ghafari and Molaei 2011; Goodarzi et al. 2012; Khasseh, Moghaddam, and Jowkar 2009; Tavakoli Khomeini 2009), it is crucial that all educational stakeholders in Iran strive to provide the prerequisites for online instruction. Consequently, both the quality and quantity of online facilities should be improved so that teachers and students become motivated to implement online instruction. At present, it appears that very limited attention is paid to provide and improve online facilities in the Iranian EFL context. If educational authorities are determined to set realistic goals for the future, they will need to consider including and enhancing online and technological instruction in the near future.

To overcome the problem of lack of online instruction facilities, providers of language-teaching institutions, schools and universities may fund teachers and students to have access to mobile devices. More importantly, more needs-analysis studies are required to identify the types of facilities that teachers and students need in order to implement online instruction in EFL courses. Lack of facilities and resources would act as a demotivating factor which discourages teachers and students from implementing online instruction in EFL contexts. Therefore, to provide language teachers with appropriate resources, it is essential that a number of language-teaching stakeholders, including authorities, course designers, providers, supervisors, funders and curriculum planners, implement strategies to eliminate or at least alleviate the problem of resource unavailability.

The other significant obstacle to the implementation of online instruction appears to be the limited level of computer and Internet literacy of language teachers. This finding is compatible with the results of a number of studies which have reported the issue of teachers’ low computer literacy levels as a challenge to the implementation of online instruction (e.g., Koo 2008; Murday, Ushida, and Chenoweth 2008; Son, Robb, and Charismiadji 2011). Hampel and Stickler (2005) suggest that for successful and efficient implementation of online instruction in EFL contexts, language teachers should have specific skills and competences which are different from those required for face-to-face instruction. One of those necessary skills is teachers’ ability to use various computer software tools and online applications. Several scholars have recommended EFL authorities to include training for skills required for online instruction of languages in mainstream teacher preparation programs (Compton 2009; Hampel and Stickler 2005; Hubbard 2008). Consequently, Iranian EFL teacher educators and authorities can provide training for electronic literacies for the Iranian EFL teachers. Not only can these training courses promote EFL teachers motivation for implementing online instruction, but they can also improve teachers’ confidence in the use of online technologies. However, if the inclusion of online instruction teacher training programs is not feasible for teacher educators and educational authorities, continuous workshops and on-the-job training sessions would occupy a pivotal role in improving language teachers’ online skills. Obviously, language teachers need to be equipped with both theoretical and practical skills required for the implementation of online instruction in EFL courses. It is also noteworthy that both teachers and students should receive training for their computer and Internet literacy skills. The issue of the need for providing online instruction training for students and teachers was emphasised by Shin and Son (2007). Many teachers and instructors would not be aware of the ways to integrate technology and online instruction in their professional practices.

The EFL teachers perceived that online instruction of EFL would not be interactive. This limitation of online instruction has been pointed out in other studies as well (Carnevale 2004; Hampel and Hauck 2004). However, DeLacey and Leonard (2002) suggest that the implementation of online instruction would improve students’ interaction in the classroom. One important feature of e-learning is that students’ interaction must be improved and promoted (Rouse 2007). In addition, in online instruction the teachers might not be able to identify some parameters, including students’ interaction with the task and themselves, students’ use of gestures and body language, and their reactions to questions and the input since there is no face-to-face communication (Mills, Yanes, and Casebeer 2009). This lack of interaction might be a severe challenge for many teachers in the digital age (Lindsay 2004). The participants of this study reported that they preferred blended instruction to online instruction. This issue may imply that the teachers believe that face-to-face instruction is more interactive than online instruction. The problem might be directly related to teachers’ lack of knowledge of online instruction. Teachers should be able to employ interactive techniques and procedures when implementing online instruction. Definitely, the issue of interaction in online instruction is a complicated one, which requires further consideration and profound insights. Educational authorities and teacher educators should adopt specific measures to change teachers’ perceptions on specific aspects of online instruction, including interactivity.

To overcome the issue of lack of interactivity in online instruction, EFL teachers can use several types of technologies to enhance the level of interaction in online instruction. These online tools can be appropriate substitutes for traditional face-to-face communication in the classroom. For example, several research studies have revealed that the use of videoconferencing and web conferencing tools, such as Skype and GotoMeeting, can improve the interactions and computer skills of both students and teachers (Eaton, 2010; Mok and Li 2007; Sardegna and Molle 2010; Wu, Yen, and Marek 2011). EFL teachers should update their knowledge of the software tools and programs which can enhance the level of interactivity in the online EFL course. Obviously, there are various approaches to increasing the level of interaction in online courses.

More importantly, teachers’ perspectives on students’ lack of appropriate computer literacy needs to be considered by educational authorities and planners in Iran. This issue implies that further research is required to assess Iranian students’ computer literacy levels and identify the necessary computer and Internet skills for the effective implementation of online instruction. This finding is commensurate with the results of studies which have shown that EFL students had low levels of computer literacy in the other EFL contexts (Bataineh and Baniabdelrahman 2006; Lockley 2011; Murray and Blyth 2011; O'Neill 2009).

The findings indicated that there are cultural resistances to the implementation of online instruction in Iran. The teachers believed that students might adopt negative attitudes towards online instruction. Thus, it is essential that both teachers and educational authorities in Iran take certain measures to remove cultural barriers to the implementation of online instruction. Since traditional approaches to instruction are dominant in the Iranian educational contexts, much energy and time is required to change the status quo and encourage students to adopt positive attitudes towards online instruction. The implementation of online instruction is unavoidable in the near future and educational systems and institutions which fail to accept this change might become ineffective (Ghafari and Molaei 2011; Goodarzi et al. 2012; Khasseh, Moghaddam, and Jowkar 2009; Tavakoli Khomeini 2009).

The teachers suggested a number of strategies which might facilitate the integration of online instruction in the EFL curricula of Iran. The teachers stated that they needed to be trained for the skills required for the implementation of online instruction. Alternatively, the inclusion of skills related to online instruction in mainstream teacher education programs might be an efficient strategy to improve teachers’ levels of confidence and skills required for online instruction (Compton 2009; Hampel and Stickler 2005; Hubbard 2008). Educational authorities and providers should take extreme care to take into consideration both teachers’ online skills and methodological knowledge when online EFL instruction is planned to be implemented. Moreover, the majority of teachers believed that online and face-to-face instruction approaches should be combined. Iranian educational authorities should take these strategies into consideration and strive to take appropriate measures to improve the efficiency of online instruction as well as teachers’ motivation, confidence and satisfaction accordingly.

Lastly, the issue of online EFL instruction is a significant one, which requires meticulous attention. More importantly, we need to assess the suitability of the implementation of online EFL instruction in various educational contexts and settings. In developing countries, the inclusion of online or blended EFL instruction would provide teachers and students with a plethora of opportunities to improve their teaching and learning practices. Implementing online EFL instruction can contribute to the transformation of traditional teaching approaches to technology-based and interactive instruction.



Limitations of the study

The conduction of this study was not without limitations. The first limitation was due to the difference between the perceptions of the three sample groups of teachers who participated in this study. The difference between their perceptions was not analysed since the number of teachers from each sample group was not equal and proportionate. As for the second limitation, since access to the Iranian EFL authorities and course designers was not possible for the researcher, they were not included in the sample. However, the inclusion of educational authorities and course designers could provide valuable insights into identifying challenges and obstacles to the implementation of online instruction in Iran.
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