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Abstract

Facebook is undeniably one of the most engaging Web 2.0 tools at the moment. While it was originally conceived as a social networking tool, this social nature also lends itself well to some of the needs of distance education, where student engagement is difficult to sustain, because the teacher and learners are separated by time and distance. This article explores the use of Facebook in the context of distance education mainly to augment students’ learning and to sustain students’ engagement. It documents the activities and experiences of the Web Design and Publishing class at the University of Philippines (UP) Open University for one semester as the students used Facebook alongside the Moodle Learning Management System. The study shows how the different features and functionalities of Facebook such as the “wall,” the “like” button, the “poke” feature and the ability to share rich media easily, engaged the students and enriched online learning. Student engagement improved as evidenced by volunteered postings and continuous discussions and sharing even without being required by the professor. There were numerous student-led and student-initiated activities that lasted even after the course was already finished. The study’s most significant finding was the suitability of Facebook for teaching and enriching practical skills courses delivered online because of its ability to link and share rich media effortlessly, thus making video tutorials easy to view and share. But while some excitedly embraced the idea, others found it an additional burden to be learning another tool on top of the required readings and tasks of the course. Certain challenges such as difficulties in Internet connection and limited access and bandwidth surfaced in the study which revealed more learner issues that are usually taken for granted by online professors.
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Introduction

The objectives of this research are to explore the current features, functionalities and applications of Facebook (FB) which can help enhance learning and student engagement in a distance education course, to document how the students will use FB in an educational context and to determine how FB, as a social networking site, can complement the Moodle Learning Management System (LMS).

Educators are perennially exploring new technologies for teaching and learning. The growth of education is driven by the use of technologies alongside other components (McGreal and Elliott, 2004). The rapid and groundbreaking developments in computers and computer networks have changed the learning and teaching scenarios and have resulted in the growth of a new generation of learners. These learners, who we call digital natives, require new models of teaching and learning (McLoughlin and Lee, 2007). Their vocabulary consists of words, images, video and multimedia “which behave like a network” (Downes, 2005).

Distance education was revolutionised with the birth of the Internet and the worldwide web. “The greatest potential for computers in Distance Education was in their capacity to facilitate communication” (Calvert, 2005). Today, computers are an inevitable part of any distance education system. Networks of computers have evolved into networks of people, thus the popularity of social networking sites (SNSs).

With social networking sites enjoying huge popularity among students, educators can take a look at how these sites can be repurposed for education. This paper explores the SNS FB, whose popularity cuts across both genders and all age groups. It is highly interactive and intuitive and is a perfect complement to a learning management system like Moodle. It allows socialisation among students in the context of education, unlike Moodle LMS which mimics the classroom set-up: “serious and classroom-like.”


Potentials of Web 2.0 and Social Networking Sites in Distance Education

A social networking site is associated with Web 2.0, which “emphasises active participation, connectivity, collaboration and sharing of knowledge and ideas among users” (McLoughlin and Lee, 2007). It is a very good environment to foster a learning setting with high opportunities for communication and a less rigid format. Given the case of distance education where there is a physical separation between teachers and learners, this type of setting decreases the transactional distance that is often a source of misunderstandings and cause of decrease in student engagement.

Repurposing Facebook for Distance Education

FB is a social networking site founded in 2004. Its main mission is “to make the world more open and connected. People use Facebook to stay connected with friends and family, to discover what’s going on in the world, and to share and express what matters to them” (Facebook Newsroom, n.d.). Social network sites (SNSs) are defined as “web-based services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others within the system” (Boyd, 2007). Some of the more popular examples of these SNSs are Academia.edu, Bebo, deviantART, Flixster, Flickr, Foursquare, Friendster, Google+, LinkedIn, MySpace, Ning, SoundCloud, and Twitter.

The idea of experimenting with the use of FB in the classroom emerged when several students found my FB account and invited me to be their friend. A quick search revealed that several efforts had already been made to explore the said social networking site for education. The most common reason is that most of the students are already using the site anyway and really spend time using it. Although most of them are there to socialise, educators can take advantage of this interest and these connections to help the students increase their knowledge and ability to learn. In fact, several FB applications have been developed specifically for education, mainly because of its popularity among young generation. Statistics posted in FB’s Newsroom Page states that there are 955 million monthly active users of Facebook as of the end of June 2012, 552 million of whom are daily active users on average. Educators can take advantage of this popularity to deliver educational contents or incorporate its use in their instructional design to improve student engagement.

FB has come a long way from Mark Zuckerberg’s original purpose, which was to network students in the halls of Harvard University. It lends itself well to distance education because it “enables collaborative remixability, a transformative process in which the information and media organised and shared by individuals can be recombined and built on to create new forms, concepts, ideas, mashups and services” (McLoughlin and Lee, 2007). Learners who use FB learn the dynamics of collaboration, an essential 21st century skill, unknowingly.

Aside from the applications that were developed specifically for education, this study shows that current features of FB (as of March 2010) can be used to enhance learning and student engagement in a particular online course. Its ability to share rich media effortlessly engaged students and encouraged sharing in the class.

Methodology

Context

Web Design and Publishing is a general education course of the University of Philippines (UP) Open University which runs for one semester. It teaches students the basics of HTML and CSS for web development. It also teaches the use of several applications needed in the process of web design and publishing. The course is fully online in Moodle version 1.8.7+, the official learning management system of the UP Open University.

Participants

There were 135 male and female students enlisted in the course from two different undergraduate programmes – Associate in Arts and Bachelor of Arts in Multimedia Studies. Of the 135 students, six were based abroad and only 108 complied to create an account in FB and join the CompEd2-09-10 Group. All students had undergone Computer Education 1 and were expected to have basic computer skills. One male student who was based in China had no access to FB.


Procedure

All members of the class were required to create a new FB account using the format “compedyourfullname” even if several already had an existing account. They posted their username in the Moodle course site and the Faculty-in-charge invited all the members of the class to the FB Group. By becoming a member of the Group, there was no need for everybody to invite and accept friends to be able to interact. The first week of class was dedicated to the setting up of accounts and guidelines. The rules included limiting the discussions and other sharing to topics related to the class. Personal photos were discouraged. The photo gallery was restricted to images related to the course.

Moodle was not abandoned altogether. For the first three weeks, major announcements and initial discussions about the entire procedure were still made via Moodle. Lecture materials, which are mostly in pdf, were uploaded both in Moodle and FB. On the fourth week, announcements were also posted on the Group’s “wall” and a message was sent to all members. One discussion forum was created in Moodle just in case some students had issues with FB access.

Students were encouraged to explore all the possible features of FB. Once in a while, a message from the Faculty-in-charge was sent to all the members of the Group encouraging them to keep exploring the site.

Data Collection

The Faculty-in-charge kept a journal of all her observations on the behaviour of her students. Every activity was noted such as wall postings, “liking” of items, sharing of rich media, interactions, student reactions to their classmates’ actions, etc. The Faculty-in-charge closely monitored how the students were using FB in innovative ways for educational purposes. At the end of the semester, they were asked to evaluate the course and how they felt about the use of FB in the class. Their answers were all noted.


Results

There were varied reactions and opinions when the use of FB was required in the course. Generally, there was a positive reaction with 75% of the students excitedly embracing the idea. They appreciated the move and those without an FB account found this a great opportunity and good reason to create one. Some had apprehensions and felt puzzled on how learning could be integrated within a social networking site. A few students frankly expressed their disagreement for different reasons. They had limited time to access the Internet and their routine was to visit the course site, read the updates, download new materials, read the discussion forum and participate, then log-out altogether. They had full-time work while some were full-time parents, with limited free time. There were also some who accessed the course site in Internet cafes and in their offices and as such, also had limited time. Three students were open to the idea but were concerned about the privacy of their account. A student who was based in China had no access to FB because it was banned in the country. He was the only one officially excused from taking part in the exercise.

The students’ level of engagement in FB was extremely high during the first two months. There was a great amount of activity in the Group’s site and numerous discussions on different topics related to web design and publishing and the use of FB for education were initiated by different members of the class. Several tutorials on HTML in the form of videos and websites were shared. In the next two months, the sharing of videos and links was sustained but discussions in the “Discussions” section became stagnant. No new topics were opened. The major communication happened in the form of short status updates and comments on the walls. Everybody became very busy exchanging links to video tutorials on the course topics.

The following activities took place in the Group’s FB:


	Students initiated and participated in discussions through FB’s “Discussions.”

	Students asked questions related to the course topics by posting on the Group’s wall and received answers through “Comments” from the other members of the class.

	Students shared new media like videos, websites, comic strips, podcasts related to web design and publishing, distance education and FB as used for learning.

	Students asked for recommendations, mostly helpful tutorials on HTML and CSS.

	Students commented on their classmates’ status, discussion posts, videos, links and photos.

	Students made numerous exchanges via their “Status.”

	Students answered quizzes created by the Faculty-in-charge

	Students uploaded and tagged images related to the course onto the photo section.

	Students used the “Chat” feature to discuss class-related topics or simply chat casually with their classmates and Faculty-in-charge.


On the part of the Faculty-in-charge, the following applications for education were explored: Quiz Creator for creating quizzes and SlideQ for sharing pdf and powerpoint files. The photo gallery was used to display an image of the website that the class had to deconstruct as an assignment. Students who were inactive were “poked” and were sent personal messages.

The following observations were noted about FB (version as of March 2010), vis-à-vis Moodle LMS version 1.8.7+:


Table 1      Comparison of the common tools and features of FB and Moodle LMS



	Feature, tool, function, characteristic

	Moodle version 1.8.7+

	Facebook




	Discussion forums
	Teachers and administrators have control of the site; the teacher has to be the one to open a discussion forum. It is easier to follow discussions because it is designed as a forum so it is easy to follow threads.
	Students can open up discussions. students opened discussions on topics outside of those pre-assigned.



	Sharing of rich media
	Done by sharing the url.
	Very intuitive. Sharing of links and videos is effortless with the ability to exchange comments.



	Chat
	Clunky. Teacher has to set up the chat session.
	Very easy to use. Anybody can chat with others.



	Ability to comment on posts, videos
	Not possible unless there is a discussion forum open about it.
	Very simple to do. There is a “Comment” button below every shared item.



	General atmosphere, graphical interface, convenience and speed
	Very formal and not very intuitive. It mimics the classroom environment.
	Inviting. Highly interactive and intuitive but has many distractions. Graphical user interface (GUI) is friendly. Participatory and exploratory.



	Mobile integration
	None.
	It is possible to upload files like photos via mobile phones.



	Uploading of materials such as pdf, powerpoint and doc files
	The teacher has to set up the bin where students can upload materials. Moodle LMS lends itself well for this task.
	Not really designed for sharing documents.



	3rd party applications
	Very few at least for the version installed at UPOU. It is also not easy to install and use.
	Very easy to use. There is no need for installation. Unfortunately, some of those for education can cater only for limited numbers of users.



	Archiving of contents
	Everything is archived and can easily be downloaded.
	It is not possible to archive and download course content as one file.



	Tracking of updates
	There is a block that lists all updates made in the site.
	The live feed makes tracking of updates instant.



	Student submissions
	Excellent tracking of submissions and recording.
	Not very efficient in tracking and keeping records.



	Ability to make connections
	Connections are limited to members of the class and students have to be officially enrolled in the course before having access to the course site.
	Almost no limitations to outside links and information.



	Volume of users
	Tends to be slower if running under the same conditions as FB.
	Designed to handle very high volume of users.



	Privacy
	Not foolproof but since access is usually limited to members of the class, it has more privacy.
	It is a public site and it is difficult to protect one’s privacy.




These are the other feedback of students about the experience:


	Using FB was a good experience and they will continue to use it after the class to stay in touch with their classmates.

	FB is not suited for education. It is for socialisation only.

	There are too many distractions in FB. Some find themselves spending more time reading their classmates’ profiles and status than the course contents.

	It was enjoyable and their first time using a social networking site in the context of learning.

	Moodle is more focused and more suited for class discussions. FB is distracting.

	It is enjoyable to share videos and look at slides through Slideshare.

	FB complements Moodle.

	It is inconvenient to create another account just for the class if you already have an existing personal account.

	It is overwhelming to manage several social networking accounts.

	One student was not very “sociable” in real life and had reservations in taking part in a social networking site.

	Privacy is an issue in FB.

	One student was very frustrated because his FB account was hacked.


Discussion

The major difference between Moodle LMS and FB when used in the context of learning is the freedom that FB affords the students to choose the contents that they need and want to see in the Group’s page. They can contribute significantly towards the building of contents for the site and decide in what form their information will be by tapping into the rich media resources that are readily sharable in FB.

In Moodle LMS, the students’ behaviour is more passive, with the teacher having the main control over which resources to share with the class, what activities would be done and what discussion topics should have a forum. Students just react to whatever activities are initiated by the teacher.

This freedom offered by FB makes it an engaging site, making the students feel empowered and a huge part of the course. The environment that it offers is highly participatory and exploratory as subtly demonstrated in features such as the “Like” button. Every item shared has a corresponding “Like” button, inviting the viewer to share what he or she thinks of the item. It is an excellent way to invite participation with very minimal effort from the viewer. Just click on the link and a “thumbs up” icon will appear below the item. Sometimes, the user may have enjoyed the item shared and wants to express that he liked it but does not wish to comment or say anything about it. It is a very human reaction which is addressed by the simple “Like” button.

Another feature worth discussing is FB’s “wall”. It is the centre of every user’s profile which makes it very easy to share updates about oneself, photos, videos, events, links, notes and other content applications. The sociability of FB is best reflected in this feature. Below every wall are two buttons – “Comment” and “Like”. These buttons invite viewers to share what they think about the wall postings and at the same time, give viewers the opportunity to comment and express what they feel.

Much of the communication, connection and participation happen on the “wall”. It accommodates the two essential features of Web 2.0 platforms which are microcontent or small chunks of contents such as blog posts, wiki edits and comments made on YouTube videos (where “each chunk convey a primary idea or concept”) and social media (Alexander and Levine, 2008). During the latter part of the course, discussions came to a halt in the “Discussions” area and no new topics or posts were contributed. Instead, comments on comments on comments became the new “discussion forum” albeit very short and more spontaneous.

Microblogging or posting short but frequent updates about oneself on the “wall” is also what makes the entire FB experience addictive to some. “Social scientists have a name for this sort of incessant online contact. They call it “ambient awareness.” It is, they say, very much like being physically near someone and picking up on his mood through the little things he does – body language, sighs, stray comments – out of the corner of your eye” (Thompson, 2008). Now imagine if this addiction can be channelled to discussing and microblogging about course contents.

FB’s chat feature (which is a bit clunky in Moodle LMS) offers instant communication and mimics face-to-face interaction, which distance education students look for. Students can instantly talk to their teacher or classmates, fostering communication and giving distance education the human touch.

One important result that emerged from this study was the advantage of using FB alongside Moodle LMS for a practical skills course. Courses that teach practical skills usually involve extensive laboratory time for the students to practise the skills required from them. More often than not, these courses also involve some form of equipment, hardware or software, which the students need to learn how to “operate” by the end of the term. In face-to-face classroom settings, the teacher can sit beside the student and easily demonstrate how to operate an equipment or perform a certain task in an application. For distance education, teaching practical skills poses more challenges and difficulties for the teacher.

The most common way of teaching such courses via distance education is to produce print-based or digital materials filled with illustrations and screen captures of step-by-step procedures, which are extremely tedious to prepare. These long and detailed instructions deter students especially millenials, and may not be effective learning materials for the said courses. FB addresses this need by making the process of searching, sharing and tagging videos and other rich media resources simple and easy. In this study, the students willingly shared video tutorials mostly from YouTube and Google Videos with the class. They found it easier to follow the videos than to read the course modules say, on how to use an FTP programmes to upload their files to a server.

A handful of students initiated the sharing of tutorials to the class and this was quickly followed by the entire group. They demonstrated more interest and understanding of the topic once they had watched a video tutorial. The visual and auditory experience that videos offer make it more effective learning materials for practical skills courses since it demands more than “thinking”. It also demands “doing” from the student. Visualisation of the entire process is very important for the learner to be able to repeat the skill later on. Videos also tend to be more personal and mimic the “mentor–mentee” set-up which is common in learning practical skills.

What we would like to see in the future is a “mash up” of Moodle and FB. It would be useful to have a smooth integration of the two services where students can receive notifications in their FB account about updates in their Moodle LMS course sites.

Conclusion

Harasim et al. (1988) stated that computer networks are the new “shared spaces” for learning. But these networks have evolved from a web of computers to networks of people. Educators should take advantage of these networks to improve the methods and technologies deployed for distance education and to foster the growth of learning communities. By repurposing a social networking site such as FB as a learning tool for distance education, current technologies and opportunities for enhancing teaching and learning at a distance are explored.

FB proved to be an effective tool in enhancing the delivery of a distance education course. Its sociability engaged learners and given clear guidelines and directions, the students successfully repurposed the social networking site to a distance education tool. Student engagement improved as evidenced by volunteered postings and continuous discussions and sharing even without being required by the professor. There were many student-led and student-initiated activities that lasted even after the course was already finished. Although it cannot altogether substitute Moodle LMS as a learning platform, it is an excellent complement to the said learning management system.

FB also proved to be an effective tool in teaching practical skills online. Its ability to share and link rich media applications made video tutorials accessible to the whole class. It is also important to note that the ability to share relevant videos was shared with the students and not confined to the Faculty-in-charge only, giving them more opportunity to contribute in the development of content for the course.

FB and Moodle LMS are both continuously producing with new features and functionalities. Students’ learning behaviours are also evolving, with learning not being confined to classrooms anymore and becoming more and more social. It is imperative that distance education practitioners explore all available tools to engage students and sustain their interest in learning.
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Abstract

The article seeks to present the effectiveness of the learning materials and activities provided in the e-learning portal of the School of Distance Education, Universiti Sains Malaysia. The analysis involved a sample of 1,080 students based on age, gender, ethnicity, place of Internet access and frequency of the e-learning portal usage. Questionnaires were administered to the students and completed during the two weeks of the intensive course. The results indicated that all of the learning materials had contributed to the effectiveness of the portal with the respondents strongly agreeing that assignments had the highest correlation compared with other learning materials. The students were more comfortable with receiving the assignments through an e-learning portal. They also agreed that feedback about their assignments had to be included in the portal. The e-learning portal helped them to keep pace with their studies. By using the e-learning portal, learners could easily get any information that they needed for their learning.

Keywords: e-learning portal, learning materials, effectiveness



Introduction

Technology and knowledge exchange is a very complex process. In the era of globalisation, the development of electronic communication and the Internet has removed the barriers of place, time and space. In the last 30 years, many approaches have been developed to optimise communication and information technologies for the purposes of education and learning. According to Ally (2004) as well as Kim and Bonk (2006), higher educational institutions are increasingly moving toward the use of the Internet for delivery of their courses, both on campus and at a distance. The Internet technology provides a significantly different and interesting learning method from other forms of educational technologies and possibilities for computer-meditated communication (Weller, 2002). Therefore, one of the ways to address the need of education which is technology based is by e-learning. The e-learning policy is to promote lifelong learning and to improve human capital for those learners who are unable to access education through conventional means.

Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM) introduced the distance education (DE) programme in 1971 through the School of Distance Education (SDE), previously known as the Centre of Off-Campus Studies; the aim is to provide education opportunity for working adults. Through this educational approach, working adults can still remain in full-time employment and at the same time, are able to undertake undergraduate courses. The advancement in technology has opened up the possibilities of personal and group interactions via the e-learning portal. According to Issham et al. (2010), the USM distance learning programme has been using the e-learning portal as a medium for teaching and learning through a home-grown electronic portal since 2003, followed by the migration into the Moodle Learning Management System (LMS) in 2004 (Issham, Siti Sarah and Rozhan, 2010).

e-Learning

Learning and teaching have been transformed as a result of the Internet which has speedily grown in popularity and widespread use (Jones and Peachey, 2005). Web-based learning is a means of implementing education that can be applied within different educational paradigms: distance learning, blended learning and face-to-face learning (Hadjerrouit, 2006). According to Harasim (2000), the real value of web-based learning lies not in accessing knowledge at any time, any place and byanyone, but helping the right students to acquire the right skills and knowledge at the right time in order to function as active, self-reflected and collaborative participants in the information-based society.

The growth of e-learning is phenomenal. The development of online courses and products is increasing in number every day. e-Learning represents a good opportunity to reduce the digital divide and to ensure higher and faster development trends (Campenella et al., 2008). Several universities are currently involved in using e-learning systems to provide valid teaching-learning solution; notwithstanding this, several problems related to e-learning activities still remain. Educational institutions are attempting to integrate and implement better ways of new technologies in order to provide more learning possibilities to their students (Ortiz-Rodriguez, 2005).

For a sustainable educational transaction in the electronic medium and cyberspace, higher education institutions need to establish an e-learning infrastructure that requires the development of a virtual learning environment, known as an e-learning portal. This portal helps learners to gain access to educational materials at anytime and anywhere. With this portal, lecturers can spend less time on paperwork and more time teaching while learners can benefit from a richer, more robust learning experience.

The e-Learning Portal

The e-learning portal provides a space or place for students to make searches across a multitude of electronic resources which include electronic books and many other useful links. A portal is one of the websites or services that are normally provided by companies and educational institutions which offer a broad array of information, services and resources such as search engines, emails, forums and others. Portals are springing up like mushrooms (Winkler, 2003). They exist to help users find information on the worldwide web. The purpose of a portal is to be a major starting site for users when they visit an anchor site or when they are connected to the web.

Portals allow students to log in via passwords and the transactions that follow will be tracked. Through portals, students and lecturers can disseminate messages, announcements, notes, questions and answers. They provide an integration of sources for searching the location and delivery of materials in any format, physical or digital. Portals provide highly useful tools that make it easier for students to achieve their potential (Robin, 2003).


Research Methodology

This study was conducted during the 2007/2008 academic session. A total number of 1,200 questionnaires was distributed to the students from four different courses offered by the School of Distance Education. A total of 1,084 questionnaires was returned. The questionnaires were completed by the students during the two weeks′ intensive course.

Instrument

The questionnaire consisted of seven parts which included demographic data, technical aspect, design, learning materials, learning activities, improvement and effectiveness. The demographic data captured details on the respondent’s demographic information and personal background such as age, gender, ethnic group, course type, year of study, current CGPA, place of frequent access to the Internet and the frequency of using the e-learning portal and others.

All questions, except for questions on demographic details, were measured by using the five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 to 5, with 1 for “strongly disagree,” 2 for “disagree,” 3 for “neutral,” 4 for “agree” and 5 for “strongly agree.” The data analysis was achieved via the Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) Version 12.0.

Analysis and Findings

Table 1 illustrates the demographic details of the respondents. There were a large number of Malay respondents amounting to 760 persons, followed by 232 Chinese. There were 48 Indians with the rest being from other ethnic groups. The data collected also showed that among the respondents, 579 (53.1 %) were females and 508 (46.9%) were males.


Table 1      Demography of the respondents



	Items

	
	Frequencies

	Percentage (%)




	Gender
	Male
	508

	46.9




	
	Female
	576

	53.1




	Ethnic group
	Malay
	760

	70.1




	
	Chinese
	232

	21.4




	
	Indian
	48

	4.4




	
	Others
	44

	4.1




	Courses
	Bachelor of Science
	348

	32.1




	
	Bachelor of Art
	86

	7.9




	
	Bachelor of Social Science
	316

	29.2




	
	Bachelor of Management
	334

	30.8




	Marital status
	Single
	331

	30.5




	
	Married
	739

	68.2




	
	Single parents
	14

	1.3




	Place of Internet access
	Home
	934

	86.2




	
	Office
	932

	86.0




	
	University
	694

	64.0




	
	Cyber café
	812

	74.9




	Frequency of use of e-Learning portal
	Never
	33

	3.0




	
	Not more than once per week
	250

	23.1




	
	At least once per week
	428

	39.5




	
	More than once per week
	373

	34.4





Table 2 shows that learning materials and activities were significantly correlated with the effectiveness of learning using the online portal. Lecturers normally put additional notes, examination questions, assignments and many more types of information in the portal. The most correlated dimension of learning materials and activities were the assignments. The respondents agreed that the assignments helped them in their study. They felt comfortable when receiving their assignments through the e-learning portal with appropriate feedback that helped them in their learning.


The data also revealed that any information related to studies must be included in the e-learning portal. Additional notes are some of the important learning materials that can also help learners in their studies. Online notes or e-notes may offer a feasible way to students to look at the learning materials with a different perspective, thus resulting in an improvement in their learning (Writh, 2003). According to Ku’Azam (2005) who studied the same portal, 85% of the learners accessed the e-portal to download online notes while 80% accessed the e-portal to download examination questions. Table 2 shows that the teleconferencing dimension is also significantly correlated to the effectiveness of using the online portal. This is consistent with findings recorded by Ku’Azam (2005) who reported that video conferencing is effective enough in helping the students to comprehend their course materials.


Table 2      Correlations between learning materials and effectiveness



	Learning materials and activities
	Sig



	Additional notes
	0.116**



	Teleconferencing
	0.061*



	Examination question
	0.077*



	Assignment
	0.159**




Table 3 shows that the results of regression are based on the learning materials and activities in the e-learning portal. Assignments give the most significant regression results compared with other learning materials. This indicates that the respondents statistically agreed that the assignments created the highest impact in learning when using the e-learning portal. The feedback they received from their lecturers provided corrective information to enable them to enhance their understanding.

The regression analysis for examination questions was the least insignificant compared to other learning materials and activities. This indicates that the provision of examination questions did not get much impact on the effectiveness of the use of the portal.


Table 3      Regression analysis between learning materials and effectiveness



	Learning materials and activities

	Beta

	Sig




	Additional notes
	0.090

	0.009




	Teleconferencing
	0.075

	0.024




	Examination questions
	0.034

	0.332




	Assignments
	0.140

	0.000*




	Links
	0.109

	0.001





Conclusion

The results asserted that the e-learning portal is very useful to learners in order to enable them to collaborate with and assess the learning materials. All learning materials and activities undertaken within the learning portal contribute to the effectiveness of the use of the portal. The students can easily access those materials and participate in relevant activities provided within the portal. The online learning enhances students’ understanding via the feedback they obtain from the assignments, thus creating a meaningful learning environment.
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Abstract

This article presents the perception of various stakeholders regarding the effectiveness of teleconferencing Open and Distance Learning (ODL) practices to identify why the teleconferencing facility is not utilised optimally by producers, teachers/resource persons and students enrolled in various courses at Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU). Many reasons like poor content selection, lack of multimedia applications in presentations, lack of proper training of experts/resource persons for video teleconferencing, the language of delivery, lack of proper information to study centres/students, no public assess of Gyandarshan-II and lack of orientation of study centres in charge/programmes in charge at study centres have been identified for ineffectiveness of teleconferencing sessions. The researcher suggests that measures, like the advanced scheduling of teleconferencing sessions required by courses, the use of an Short Message Service (SMS) alert service for students about the teleconferencing schedules of their courses, bilingual presentations and discussions, orientations for developing presentations for webcasts, selection of relevant, new and informative contents and promoting Gyandarshan-II through local media/popularising its availability through the Internet, will be helpful in utilising the strength of teleconferencing as a bridging media tool for distance learners.
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Introduction

In the current distance education scenario, teleconferencing not only facilitates a two-way interaction among individuals but also facilitates an impressive degree of interaction between the teacher and the learner. Actually, interaction is the biggest missing element in a distance learning system. In addition to providing a platform for two-way communication, teleconferencing is also a good medium for the visual presentation of objects and activities; it is therefore essential for the development of visual imagery and individual perception (Gay and Lentini, 1995). Towhidi (2010) defined it as follows: “teleconferencing is an integration of computer with telecommunication systems in which private companies, corporations or organisations take the advantages of meeting together through electronic equipment.”

Teleconferencing is used in two forms: video conferencing and computer conferencing. In video conferencing, meetings, discussions and distant education classes are held across a country or around the world by using a microphone, television cameras and television equipment. Teleconferencing can be conducted via satellite, cable or through the Internet.

In the open and distance learning (ODL) system, there is hardly any possibility of interaction between the teacher and learner. Given the requirement for distance education to be technologically mediated in order to span the geographic and often temporal distance among learners, teachers and institutions, it is common to think of the development or generation of distance education in terms of the technology used to span these distances (Anderson and Dron, 2011).

At the Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU), teleconferencing is used frequently to minimise this gap and to provide opportunity to the learner to interact with the experts at the headquarters. It enhances collaboration among online learners in an open learning context and encourages collaborative group work (Tomadaki, Quick and Scott, 2008). It consists of live, synchronous audio and video communication through a computer or digital phone network among sites in different physical locations. It provides increased learning opportunities, enhances student motivation and a two-way instructor-student communication (Dal Bello, Knowlton and Chaffin, 2007).

IGNOU is using Gyandarshan II, the dedicated national educational channel, for interacting with learners in its various programmes for teleconferencing. In practice, however, video teleconferencing is not picture perfect. Like any other communication technology, teleconferencing has its own share of limitations, which have bearing on its usage and effectiveness. For instance, teleconferencing imposes a constraint of time and place on participants; they have to assemble at a particular time at some chosen location.

There are no universal solutions for such problems; organisations have to resolve them in ways that suit their own context. Watching the teacher on screen during a teleconference helps the learner develop a rapport with the former. This ultimately contributes to the richness of the learning environment (Murrell et al., 1997). In a recent research review on teleconferencing, Chaudhary and Panda (2005) noted that very few studies have been done regarding the implementation stage of teleconferencing. On the basis of research done at the experimental stage and whatever little work has been done in the recent years, they have highlighted the following pattern of findings recurring across different studies:


	Significant gains in knowledge and comprehension of learners and a favourable response of participants and resource persons towards the use of teleconferencing in cases of both urban and rural settings.

	Lack of production and presentation values in teleconferencing sessions, inadequate interaction time, need to improve the quality of interaction.

	Mismanagement at the “learning ends” such as uncomfortable viewing conditions, poor communication links with the “teaching end” and other small technical issues affecting the smooth flow of sessions.


Background of the Study

Since the inception of teleconferencing in India, numerous studies have been conducted to examine aspects related to the process and its utility in teaching in the open and distance learning system. A number of studies has been carried out to assess the usefulness and impact of teleconferencing for training primary and higher education teachers. Phutela (1998), Parkash and Lal (1998), the Taleem Research Foundation (1999) and the Distance Education Programme (DEP) (2002, 2003) evaluated the effectiveness of teacher training through teleconferencing for primary school teachers.

The studies revealed that the majority of the teachers were positively disposed towards teleconferences as a mode of training. Dash (1997) conducted a study to assess the reactions of primary school teachers trained by the teleconferencing mode. His findings corroborated with others in that the teachers found the experience satisfying. Sahoo (1994) and Mishra (1999) conducted studies on different aspects of the Extended Contact Programme (ECP), a compulsory component of the Post Graduate Diploma of IGNOU for higher education teachers. While Sahoo’s (1994) study found that the mode was effective when used independently as well as in combination with other activities during the ECP (brainstorming, discussions, projects), Mishra’s (1999) findings revealed a high degree of quality exchange between the learners and the resource persons, to be improved further by orienting the resource persons and the learners in the use of this technology.

Rao and Khan (1998) had reviewed all the teleconferencing sessions conducted at IGNOU both by governmental and non-governmental agencies and concluded that professional programmes were more suited to teleconference usage as the learners in these courses were more motivated and mature. They suggested careful planning and monitoring of the sessions to increase learner utilisation of these sessions (Chaudhary and Panda, 2003).

The role of the local cable network for teleconferences was examined in a study by Chaudhary and Behari (1994) and it was reported that strong learner participation motivated cable operators to offer their networks for educational purposes which is normally not the case. Raghubanshi and Mishra (1996) examined the causes of low learner attendance in teleconferencing sessions and suggested tapping different sources to increase individual learner access to the telecasts of the sessions.


Chaudhary and Panda (2005) also forwarded their opinion that teleconferencing is economically and technically feasible and can serve as an important educational tool, provided the problems in the system are worked out. Some studies related to the presentation and design of teleconferencing sessions reflect that, in general, teleconferencing suffers from the formal teaching approach. The participants find the presentations dull and boring. The use of graphics and other visual support is found to be minimal, drab and unimaginative. The participants also feel that resource persons are not fully prepared and student queries are not well answered (Sinha, Kishore and Hashmi, 1994; Chaudhary and Padhy, 1998; Prakash and Lal, 1998; Rao and Khan, 1998; Trivedi, 2004).

During some teleconferencing sessions, it had been observed that interaction is almost zero. In most sessions, only experts presented their lectures for the allotted 45 minutes and they had not received any phone calls from the learners. This was experienced by many of the experts and resource persons. This reflects that there is something wrong with the activity, either process related or otherwise. This tendency to use a “talking head” approach in a teleconferencing is a misuse of technology.

Khan (2000) argued that presentation problems are actually mere symptoms of a much deeper contextual problem: a teacher tries to emulate the classroom lecture method even in a teleconferencing session, without realising that the medium of instructional delivery is a technological interface, that is, a TV screen which would have its own implications. For instance, stress arises when one sees an unimaginative “talking head” on the screen for several minutes without involvement from the listener/viewer. Pedagogic strategy should be oriented around exploiting the visual attributes of television and minimising the negative effects of technology. From the reactions and opinions of tele-teachers, it appears that “teachers find preparation for a teleconference difficult and cumbersome…” (Chaudhary and Padhy, 2005).

Concerns and attitudes of teachers using teleconferencing, studied in other countries, tend to suggest that teachers’ main concerns were their lack of experience with the technology and self-consciousness about their performance and presentation (Tykwinski and Poulin, 1991). There is strong emphasis on the need of training resource persons/presenters for the effective handling of learner queries, designing of teleconferencing sessions and in presentation skills (Reddi, 1996; Prakash and Lal, 1998; Rao and Khan, 1998).

Bhushan (2004) reported in her analysis that the teachers further hoped that technology will offer more interaction and ensure student participation with proper planning of the sessions, more time for interaction and use of other aids to enhance presentations, making them more interesting and useful for the learners. As per her findings, few of the teachers have the perception that the technology is not appropriate for the learners and teachers and its use does not integrate with other media. The reasons were limited feedback available from the learners, lack of appropriate content suited to the medium, lack of planning, last minute decisions “being forced” to conduct sessions, etc.

The above review indicates that the focus of most of the studies has been to assess teleconferencing as a medium for education and training alongside dimensions such as interactivity, factors influencing effectiveness in the teaching-learning, role of teachers/resource persons, etc.; others have highlighted innovations in teleconference use and suggested ways to improve learner access and participation in the sessions.

In the light of the above observations and self-experience of the author, it has been decided to analyse the problem and propose the effective measures, on the basis of analysis of viewpoints of various stakeholders and to suggest some practical solutions.

Objectives

The major objectives of the study were:


	To analyse the causes hindering the effectiveness of video teleconferencing.

	To suggest some remedial measures for improving the effectiveness of video teleconferencing.


Methodology

In order to analyse the problem, the author planned an unstructured interview-cum-interaction with various partners of the process as well as to reflect on his own experience as a resource person in various sessions of video teleconferencing. The study is not based on any quantitative data analysis tool as it is a perceptual analysis based on informal interviews with various stakeholders.

Self-experience

The author obtained the opportunity of being the resource person in two teleconferencing sessions. Both were video teleconferencing sessions based on some course-related topics. The author was informed that during the delivery of the lecture, he might receive some phone calls as it was live on Gyandarshan-II. The students, who were watching it live, might call during the lecture through toll-free phone numbers and he had to respond them. This is technically known as a one-way video – two-way audio teleconferencing. It was also expected that during the delivery of his lecture, the author had to encourage the viewers to make some enquiries. These might be content-related or course-related journal queries.

During his interaction with the camera in the two sessions, over 90 minutes, it was totally a one-way interaction. Not a single phone call was received. After completing his sessions, the author interacted with other colleagues about his experience and learnt that their experiences were almost similar. This experience basically encouraged him to think about the issue and to analyse the causes so that appropriate measures could be suggested to improve the effectiveness of video teleconferencing.

In order to analyse the problem in more detail and practicality, the author decided to interact with all the personnel who were associated with the process directly or indirectly, producers at the electronic media production centre, and the involved study centre, officials at regional centres, various resource persons at the headquarters, students of various courses at study centres, etc.

Interaction with the Production Team

Firstly, the author interacted with the producers, who worked on the technical aspects of teleconferencing. During informal discussions with them, the author asked them a few questions related to their perception regarding the effectiveness of teleconferencing sessions. They pointed out various opinions which are listed as follows:


	Poor presentations: The producers observed that the experts, who were conducting the teleconferencing sessions, did not prepare their presentations properly. Few of them were not very good in communication skills. Their body language did not match camera expectations. These might have been due to lack of experience of interacting with the camera by many of the resource persons. They were not aware that body language plays an important role in presentations before the camera.

	Lack of communication about the programmes: It was also brought to the author’s notice during the interaction with the producers that the students had not been well informed about the topics, the experts and the schedules of programmes. Although such information was provided on websites via the e-Gyankosh portal, first-hand information about the programmes related to their courses, the experts available, the teleconferencing utility as well as the importance of students’ interaction, was not clear to them.

	The producers also reported that most presentations were highly theoretical and not generating any interest among students. Very few subject experts prepared specific presentations with animations, videos or demonstrations of activities. In most of the presentations, experts were delivering a lecture, which was not very effective for interactions.

	Another reason highlighted by technicians/producers was the medium of instruction during the programmes. They said that most of the students were undergraduates and not very proficient in English; however, most of the lectures delivered were in the English language. The language deployed alongside poor physical presentations, did not evoke any curiosity or understanding among the students. So they did not take an interest in the teleconferencing sessions.

	A further point that emerged from the discussion was that a few of the presented topics were very “bookish” and lacked new information. In these lectures, the contents were repeated by the subject experts who did not try to provide anything new, relevant, informative or updated. This was also shortlisted as one of the reasons for an almost zero interaction in teleconferencing sessions.


Interaction with Centre Programme Coordinators

In the second phase of the analysis, the author s decided to interact with the programme coordinators of the study centres or the faculty of the school, i.e., the delivery points. He had an informal conversation with them in person, by phone and through Facebook. It was a very interesting part of the study. This helped greatly in analysing the causes of the ineffectiveness of video teleconferencing. During the discussions, the author became aware of the following:


	The coordinators of the study centres were not well informed about the teleconferencing sessions. Only a few of them in Delhi and two more in other cities confirmed that they were aware of such teleconferencing activities and had displayed their schedules after downloading them from the university website. The rest did not make any effort to do so.

	They were also of the opinion that better communication from the programme coordinators at the headquarters before the beginning of any programme could help them to encourage many students.

	Many of them were also unaware about the fact that along with Gyandarshan through DTH, students could view the programmes directly on the Internet via the e-Gyankosh page or the Sakshat portal. This reflected the lack of orientation or training for the programme coordinators at the study centres.


Interaction with Students

After collecting this information and following discussions, the next target was the students of various courses. The author decided to make some informal visits to a few study centres during the weekends. He visited seven study centres on Sundays within a span of two months and interacted with 73 students following various courses and enquired about the dissemination of information and their involvement in teleconferencing sessions. The following observations were the outcomes of the discussions with them:


	Non-availability of information: Most of the students were not aware of the schedules of the teleconferencing sessions because they had no information from their study centres. They had only read about their existence in their programme guide.

	No proper access to Gyandarshan-II: Through cable or by direct home (DTH) services, the students had been informed that only Gyandarshan was available. But since it was not convenient for them to go to the regional centres regularly and most of the study centres had no such facility, they had decided not to use it.

	Only a few of the students had been told that they could view some broadcasts but as these were not relevant to their courses, they did not view them.


Discussion on Findings

As the study was not systematic and the author had not used any standardised tool or procedure to collect information, the validity of the findings may arise. However, as stated earlier, the objective of the study has been to understand the causes of ineffective video-teleconferencing and as such, it were quite a worthy practice.

After going through various observations, the author has summarised the following reasons leading to ineffective video-teleconferencing sessions at IGNOU:


	Poor selection of contents in presentations.

	Lack of multimedia applications/activities in presentations.

	Lack of proper training of experts/resource persons for video teleconferencing.

	Language of delivery inappropriate or not understood.

	Lack of proper information to study centres/students.

	Lack of orientation by coordinators of study centres/programmes at study centres.

	Non-availability of Gyandarshan-II on a few DTH services.


These reasons are only some significant ones. This outcome of the analysis was also supported by some previous research. In order to increase the effectiveness of the sessions, it was found that the language, presentation style and pace, use of clear and visible graphs and charts, impacted on the quality of teaching-learning (Parkash and Lal, 1998). Mishra’s (1999) findings revealed that a high degree of quality exchange between the learners and the resource persons could be improved further by orienting the resource persons and the learners in the use of this technology.

However, Bhushan (2004) reported that in her study, the majority of the teachers felt that teleconferencing, as a medium, can easily be incorporated into the classroom situation and it had the potential to be adapted for use by different levels of students. According to the respondents, the technology does have a wider use than originally intended, in that it can be used to deliver learning for a wide range of learners and in a wide variety of topics.

Instead of long lectures, presentations should use interactive formats. The incorporation of pictorial materials, video clips, relevant graphics, illustrations and models not only reinforces contents but makes the presentations lively and interesting.

Remedial Measures

From the discussions, the following points have emerged as some remedial measures:


	The advanced fixture of the teleconferencing sessions as required by a course.

	Use of the Short Message Service (SMS) alert service for students about the teleconferencing schedules of their courses.

	Bilingual presentations.

	Training in the development of presentations for webcasts.

	Selection of relevant, new and informative contents.

	Promoting Gyandarshan-II through local media and/or popularising its availability via the Internet.


The advanced fixtures of teleconferencing sessions as required by a course

The very first solution of enhancing the effectiveness of teleconferencing is that within the annual programme guide of the courses, there should be some fixed schedule of teleconferencing sessions. The practice will be very effective because it will provide the information well in advance to the students. There are some examples of fixed schedules under practice at IGNOU and they promote a greater quality of interaction and usefulness.


One of the best examples is the Extended Contact Programme (ECP) of the Post Graduate Diploma in Higher Education (PGDHE). All the students of PGDHE are well aware about the time schedules of ECP and teleconferencing sessions. The programme coordinator of other courses may also seek out such possibilities with the coordination of EMPC (Electronic Media Production Division). If these practices take shape, there is no doubt about the optimum utilisation of teleconferencing sessions as a bridging tool in ODL.

Use of the SMS alert service for students about the teleconferencing schedules of their courses

Many institutions are using mobile technology as a tool to reach the masses. IGNOU is using the SMS facility to inform its students about their enrolment, important events, dates of examinations, etc. This facility is still underutilised. If a fixture can be developed for the teleconferencing sessions, the SMS alert service can be used to inform the students to enrol in any particular programme.

The programme coordinator has to provide the facilitator the SMS facility that has information about the students together with their contact numbers and schedule of the SMS alert. This facility is also helpful in disseminating information to the students about any immediate fixture. This is not a very painstaking effort. Some Regional Directors (RDs) are using it quite effectively.

Bilingual presentations

The next suggestion is that the telecast of teleconferencing sessions should be in both languages, i.e., Hindi and English. It has been observed during discussions with various stakeholders that most of the time, teleconferencing sessions are in English and the teachers are not able to connect themselves with the audience. As English is not the language of the masses in India, it creates a gap between teachers and students. The experts have to realise that they are in the sessions to facilitate their distance learner and if they are not able to connect with them, their whole expertise will lose its importance. My suggestion is that communication in teleconferencing sessions should be bilingual or in Hinglish. This may be more effective when communicating with the learner.


Training in the development of presentations for webcasts

It is clear from the discussion and review of related literature that experts are normally well trained in teleconferencing techniques. There is a strong need, however, to develop short-term training modules and workshops for the subject experts. These training programmes should focus on developing skills like the editing of contents for presentations, using camera-friendly power point presentations, blending multimedia, appropriate dress sense and body language in front of the camera and the selection of suitable terminology for each level of students.

It has been observed that frequently, the presentations during teleconferencing are not able to generate interest among the students; hence it is necessary that presenters should be trained properly in presenting their contents in a very lucid and interesting manner. Mogikoyo (2010) insisted that there are factors that should be considered for this technology to succeed.

The quality of education should not be compromised, the delivery of service should be efficient and lecturers should not lose control of the students they teach. Donald (2008) also found that students expressed feelings of least engagement where there were tutor monologues, particularly those when the tutors talked over power point slides already issued and where interaction was minimal or lacking. Technical hitches and the lack of expertise of tutors new to video conferencing were also detrimental to engagement. The role of body language was also very important. Presenters should be orientated towards the role of body language, eye-hand and eye-camera coordination. If these improvements are put in place, video conferencing will be very effective.

Selection of relevant, new and informative contents

This is a very serious issue for all subject experts. The quality and nature of contents to be presented in teleconferencing sessions will play a very important role in attracting the attention of the students in these sessions. It has been reported that in some of the teleconferencing sessions, the contents presented were very “bookish”, traditional and already available in many books and printed study materials. They were not new, informative or explanatory. It has been advised that in teleconferencing sessions, the contents should be relevant, updated, interesting and informative with applicability.


Donald (2008) reported that pre-conference tasks were found to be helpful in focusing attention on the subject matter of a teleconference. While individual tasks meant they could be more easily completed, this led to awkwardness during the actual teleconference as it was felt to be frustratingly wasteful of air time for the tutor to be checking over each individual’s responses.

The suggestive measures discussed here are to improve the effectiveness of the teleconferencing sessions.

Summary

The study indicated that video teleconferencing is a tool which is still under-utilised in the open and distance learning system. The unstructured interviews and discussions with various stakeholders showed that there were some key issues, which can be addressed to utilise the facility optimally. The study also highlighted various suggestive measures like the orientation of teleconferencing subject experts, bilingual presentations and discussions, use of the SMS facility for the proper and timely dissemination of information to distance learners, the advanced scheduling of teleconferencing sessions in programmes, the selection of relevant contents for presentations and promotion of discussions during teleconferencing sessions, etc. Although the research is quite unstructured in nature, it has highlighted many minute of important issues contributed to ineffectiveness of teleconferencing sessions.

The research has also opened new possibilities for researchers in the field. Furthermore, research can also be conducted on the learners’ attitude towards learning via teleconferencing, examining the role of teleconferencing in online learning, utilising teleconferencing in skill-based programmes and the blending the technology with mobile learning, i.e., the direct linkage and assess of teleconferencing sessions through mobile technology for better connectivity and access.
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Abstract

Generalisation is widely-acknowledged as a ‘quality standard’ in quantitative research but it is more controversial in qualitative research. The goal of qualitative studies is not to generalise but rather to provide a rich and meaningful contextualised understanding of human experience through the intensive study of a particular phenomenon. Despite many positive aspects of case studies in qualitative research, qualitative case studies continued to be criticised for its lack of objectivity and generalisability. It is common for a qualitative research to be criticised and regarded with suspicion and hostility particularly on the value of its dependence on small samples which is believed to render it incapable of generalising conclusions. This article suggests that although qualitative studies are not intended to be generalisable in the way that most quantitative studies do, qualitative research and its output can have other worthy features which make the research and its findings appreciated. This can be achieved by extending the power to generalise to readers or other researchers through the concept of relatability in responding to the issue of generalisability in qualitative research. In doing so, this article discussed and response to Michael Bassey’s argument that case study research and educational social research generally ought to aimed at producing generalisation and prediction. An alternative to Bassey is to focus on the power play that readers can have in generating generalisation particularly in qualitative research. The concept of “relatability” has its own merits, one that is justifiable and has its own potential to be developed. This article is based on a qualitative case study on the experiences and perspectives of a small group of distance learners as they progress through their courses at Universiti Utara Malaysia (UUM).
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Introduction

It is becoming increasingly accepted within social sciences that qualitative research methods have a profound contribution to the understanding of the complexity of human behavior and activities, and the issues that arose from it. There is, however, less understanding of the theoretical principles that underpin qualitative research, and consequently of its appropriate application.

One particular issue that this paper addresses is on generalisation of qualitative findings which differ profoundly from those that inform the more dominant tradition of quantitative research. An appreciation of these principles is necessary not only for the understanding and application of different strategies available for data analysis in qualitative, but also for an understanding of issues relating to the quality or rigor of qualitative research and the application of its findings within the wider world of policy and action. This paper is intended to provide “alternative” or solutions (partly or as a whole) to the intricate issue of generalisation particularly for qualitative research – that it is a myth for qualitative findings must be made generalisable.

One of the greatest strengths of the qualitative approach is the richness and depth of explorations and descriptions. The mission of qualitative research, as I understand it, is to discover meaning and understanding, rather than to verify truth or predict outcomes.

However, the fact remains; generalisation has always been a “stumbling block” for researchers across the social sciences (Bassey, 1999; Fahrenberg, 2003; Hamilton, 1980; Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Polit, 2010; Stake, 1978; Yin, 2003; 1994; 1984). This is even so in research culture where quantitative methods of research dominate over the use of qualitative research. Qualitative research remains poorly understood and consequently its potential remains underdeveloped (Adelman, Kemmis and Jenkins, 1980; Sandelowski, 1986).

This scenario is true within the educational research community in Malaysia. As a researcher, you are always faced with the questions of: Are your findings generalisable? What can your research contribute? The use of qualitative method complicates the issue of generalisation even more. This is especially so in a “hostile” research environment for such research approach. Qualitative researchers will inevitably have to confront not only with the above questions, but also with other critics and questions. For example, if you use case study, why use case study?, What is its significant?, How will it be carried out?, Can “X” number of respondents produce generalisable findings?, Why use just “X” number of respondents?, Are the samples representative of the population? etc. A familiar criticism of qualitative methodology questions the value of its dependence on small samples which is believed to render its incapable of generalising conclusions (Hamel, Dufour and Fortin, 1993; Fahrenberg, 2003; Yin, 2003; 1994; 1993; 1984; Gillham, 2000).

Stake’s (1978) concept of “naturalistic generalisation” and Hamilton’s (1980) notion of a “science of the singular” refer to evaluation research; and draw heavily on Polanyi’s (1958) notion of “personalised were among plausible alternatives that are available.” Nevertheless, Michael Bassey’s call for fuzzy generalisation is one that caught my attention the most. Even though, there have been many who responded both positively and negatively on Bassey proposition over the last almost two decades, this article, besides commenting on Bassey’s position, also extend the Relatability Theory as a measure to defend particularly qualitative researchers from believing that we have no choice but to generalise our research findings. This paper intends to provide an alternative to the worries of many researchers and graduate students on the necessity of generalising one’s findings to the mass population.

Bassey suggests that as researchers we are longing to produce predictions, which I think is not the case in all research. I feel that prediction is not our business, and it must not be the primary objective in pursuing a research activity. I remembered vividly that just reading Bassey’s title had me troubled with the word fuzzy. What does the word fuzzy entail? Bassey just did not stop at X may influence Y, but went further to develop what he called a Best Estimate of Trustworthiness (BET) to help estimate the likelihood of the influence.

Is it always true that “Do X in Y circumstances, and Z may be the case” is always an effect as claimed by Bassey? The author object to Basseys’ thinking on two accounts: vagueness and contradiction on the use of BET. He encourages us to increase attention to generalisation, universal and away from the particulars of what was actually observed in a particular research.

In relation to BET, researchers particularly qualitative researchers do not always think about who are going to use the research findings and how useful it may be to them, but rather we are more immerse into understanding the case, and answering to the Who, What and How questions, and not so much on how findings of X can be used by W, and certainly are never about predicting future events.

The important aspect here is the function of research and the role of researcher and practitioner within it. From the point of viewing of the researcher, the aim of the research is to analyse a situation in order to understand it better and then to disseminate this new understanding for others to share and learn. From the practitioner’s perspectives, the aim of the research is to make use of fresh insights in effecting changes to his or her own context.

Note that, in the first of these, the aim is the formulation of understanding, whilst in the latter, the aim is the utilisation of understanding. If research merely aims to describe a studied case then an analysis of what happened to the practitioner suffices. However, if it aims to offer the opportunity for practitioners to change their practice as a result of understanding the studied case, then it seems sensible for the research to present the analysis in a form that emphasises the action that may be taken to facilitate that change. Indeed, this is what Bassey (1999: 52) seems to be proposing:

A fuzzy generalisation carries an element of uncertainty. It reports that something has happened in one place and that it may also happen elsewhere. There is a possibility but no surety. There is an invitation to “try it and see if the same thing happens for you.”

This article, however, suggest that Bassey’s idea lacks the motivational component on the readers part. Invitation “to try” does not always been made explicitly and implicitly to readers. Rather, realisation of what can or cannot be used, or whether do X, and that will lead to Z are very circumstantial. At the end of the day, a particular research may not at all be beneficial to a reader because the research and its findings are just not related and share no similar circumstances. It is all a matter of “relevance” of one study to what a reader thinks to be beneficial, replicable, and may help to improve their institutions. If that is the case, then why don’t us – researchers allow the readers to make generalisation? Why not give the readers, the power to generalise?

A research for that matter cannot easily impose change on others. It may help to suggest or negotiate for improvements within the research setting. My research on distance learning at Universiti Utara Malaysia (UUM) for example helps the institution to listen to the learners’ voice and experience on the distance learning programme. Such understanding in turn helps UUM perhaps to look at issues that surfaced and make necessary changes to improve the educational experience of distance learners at UUM.

However, as noted earlier on, it is important to note that the findings of my research may or may not be relevant to other ODL providers and institutions in Malaysia. Some of the findings in my study may be generalisable internally within UUM, but not externally to distance learners at other institutions.

The author believe the power of extending the internal to external generalisation is not within the reach of any researchers. It is however, the power possess by the readers, and other researchers. They know best on which research and findings that are related or not related, usable or not applicable to them. It is then only natural to allow them (the readers) to make generalisations based on the simple premise of relatability:

If X produces Y, and if Y is related to Z, do Y it may change Z

The key concept here is the word “related.” Relatedness is a prerequisite for any generalisation to take place. Understanding the concept, and most important of all, understanding the semantic of the word “related” only does one thing – it allows the reader to ask the basic question of: Is this research and its findings related to his or her interest?, Circumstances?, Institutions?, and Is it applicable, transferable? These basic questions ultimately will help the reader to benefit or discard it as being not related and applicable to them. My argument is, only when one research finding is related to your interest, research and context, you would then have the privilege to transfer and generalise those findings to your research. It is not the former researcher that has that ultimate power to generalise to a bigger population.

Relatability

The primary objective of qualitative research is to offer a perspective of a situation and provide well-written research reports that reflect the researcher′s ability to illustrate the corresponding phenomenon in great detail and meaningful way. Qualitative researchers should not worry if their research findings are not generalisable. By virtue of the Theory of Relatability, we can resolve this issue and put more focus on the research.

This concept of relatability evolved in my attempt to steer away from science, to steer away from grand generalisation all together. Rather than the researcher making generalisation based on the findings surfaced in a particular study, why not leave the act of making the grand generalisation to the readers, or other researchers. Let them make that very decision to generalise, or not to generalise. If the findings are related to a particular organisation, setting or circumstances say “Y”, than the findings surfaced “may be related to Y;” the reader, other researcher(s) may then apply the findings to their situation.

As researchers, the primary task is to do the research well by describing the persons, places, happenings and events of the research in sufficient detail so that readers can reason or intuit the applicability of the vicarious experience to the population of their concern.

The concept of relatability entails the degree of relatedness on whether knowledge gained from one context is relevant to, or applicable for other contexts, or the same context in another time frame. It assumes a role similar to generalisation. The act of making generalisation is the responsibility of the reader who seeks to make the application of theory elsewhere, and of the original researcher.

But, what one needs to understand is that qualitative case study enables the researcher to have a deep understanding of the reality. It provides a sense of “being there.” Such deep understanding in turn enables us to understand much about what will never be understood by other research strategies.

The question about generalisability implicitly assumes that theories are only built upon statistical inference. However, it tends to forget that statistics are but one instrument to assist human minds to arrive at theories. Insightful findings in a case study is a theory in its own whether or not it is further developed to a theory about more cases. A theory which is well tested over one population does not necessarily apply to another population.

In fact, this article argues that it is a common mistake to over generalise what is true in one educational research to other situations, contexts or even countries. In addition, generalisation will decay over time. This article suggests that while qualitative studies are not generalisable in the traditional sense of the word, nor do they claim to be, they can have other redeeming features which make them highly valuable in the education community so long as the research findings are credible, and dependable.

Most important of all is its contribution to a better and deeper understanding of the phenomenon understudy. That understanding can be leveraged through the Theory of Relatability which argue: If X (research findings) is related to Y (issue, situation, case, research), then X may be transferable to a bigger population – which gives one the power to generalise. In short, this theory argues that if a particular research finding is relative to one’s interest, issue, phenomenon, case then, it is the individual researcher or researchers that could transfer that findings (knowledge) to a bigger population determined by the researcher. This article will now use the following study to illustrate this proposed theory.

This study focused on students’ perspectives and experiences on distance learning at Universiti Utara Malaysia (UUM). This study seeks knowledge to generate insights into how, why, when and where ODL at UUM undertake their learning in particular ways. This research is a single case study focused on a small number of Universiti Utara Malaysia open distance learners. Twelve distance learners were involved and selected on the basis of voluntary participation and ability to share their distance learning experience and perspective with much openness. Different research methods were used with interview remains as the primary method for data collection, supplemented by students’ journals and photographs.

The information needed for this study was individual, detailed and contextual. Finding out about the circumstances under which UUM DLs study, the practicalities of studying and getting into the mind frame of learners were important elements of this study. This research was based on the following three epistemological attitudes adopted from by Segall (1990; 1998):


	Metaphysical: What is the story – exploring how the learners address causality, intention, existence and truth about their distance learning.

	Historical: search for understanding of how learning barriers and challenges began. How or what causes the learning barriers that learners face in their pursue of distance education?

	Pedagogical: What can the institution do to improve the educational experience of distance learning at UUM?; How can the institution make changes to the existing distance learning courses and programmes and assist learners in their endeavours based on feedback and knowledge generated from this study?


The findings shared in this study can be seen as providing a holistic understanding or conceptual framework for understanding student learning from the learners’ perspective.

It is important to listen to and understand the learners’ voices and perspectives on the Open and Distance Learning (ODL) in Malaysia because of the complex mix of cultures, languages and urban and rural factors. Additionally, there is a need to reflect on the effectiveness of the ODL programmes, teaching and services provided from time to time. In doing so, ODL providers and institutions need to get a balanced picture of what is “right” and “wrong” in their ODL programmes, courses and administration. Understanding how the ODL experience discourages or frustrates learners enables the providers and institutions, lecturers and other stakeholders in ODL to reflect and make constructive changes to create the condition for a better open distance learning in the future.


A study that focuses on the learners’ perspectives and experiences in ODL and their learning interactions is important for several reasons. First, there have been very few studies that have sought the voices of the learners in Malaysia. For this reason, this research sought to explore and offer an understanding of the learners’ perceptions of their educational experiences in ODL and to construct a rich and detailed account of the wide range of factors that might have influence and build the learners character and behaviour at UUM.

Second, the current definitions of the term open distance learning are at best vague, and vary within and across ODL literature. For some it is synonymously equated with distance learning, open learning, modular approach, online learning, e-learning, mobile learning, and other terms. The convergence of technology today has brought demise to the concept of “learning at a distance,” so what does “Open-Distance Learning” mean is relative to one’s understanding of ODL, its history and context.

Therefore, much confusion exists as to what open distance learning really entails. This in turn has created expectations that define what open distance learning is all about from other stakeholders’ point of view, not that of the learners themselves. Considering the experiences of the learners themselves in formulating definitions can help to clarify the term, perhaps creating new approaches to addressing the needs of this population. Why not, considering that the learners are truly the primary clientele of ODL institutions and providers!

Third, in order for UUM, and for other ODL institutions to improve and sustain its ODL programmes, it is essential for the institution to gain an understanding of the learners with whom the institution is dealing with – an understanding that goes beyond attendance records and academic achievements.

Finally, the implications of this study are pertinent to how UUM ODL administrators, lecturers and educators organise courses and programmes, and educational activities in order to meet with the needs of the learners. Ultimately, this study will contribute to a deeper understanding of how the learners perceive and experience ODL at UUM. Such understanding will enhance our knowledge of how to go about designing and implementing effective future DE programmes and services for DLs in the future.

An instrumental qualitative case study (Stake 1995; Yin, 2003; Gillham, 2000) approach was employed to understand the experience of individual learners as they progressed through their study careers. The research used three different research instruments: the interview being the primary instrument, supplemented by students’ journals and photographs. All the DLs involved in this study were interviewed on a one-to-one basis.

Relevancy of Findings

This study offers research potential regarding learning support in open distance education. The challenge, however, is to ensure that learning support in ODL is sufficiently addressed in striving towards a better distance learning experience. This may be true for all institutions, but the relevancy of the research findings may differ, and have different implication to readers and researchers.

UUM may be similar or vastly differ on practices and what is important in relation to the proposed theory is its relevance to the readers and how this research, and its findings may be useful to them. That choice to transfer of knowledge, to accept or to reject the relevance falls on the shoulders of the readers, and not on myself as the researcher for this research.

UUM, like any other dual mode institution, aims to be an effective ODL provider in Malaysia. If UUM, or for that matter any ODL provider or institution, wishes to promote ODL, issues pertaining to learning support must be addressed effectively. Apparent neglect of learning support which clearly link the learning environment, physical and social to student engagement and learning outcomes; inappropriate ways of measuring the learners’ satisfaction need attention. The students as evident in this study needed continuous human contact-the presence of a teacher figure to guide their learning. The meaning of such frustrations is not well understood by many UUM lecturers, possibly due to the fact that a majority of them are “products” of a face to face (f2f) institution themselves. As such:


	They do not have any distance training and experience as far as developing distance course material is concerned.

	They may be subject specialists, but with very little or no experience in ODL.

	They have not experienced the frustration that a distance learner does.

	They may not understand what is involved for the student in being deprived of f2f interaction with their lecturers.


The consequence is that the lecturers and educators have very little sympathy with the learners. They do not understand the degree of difficulties that learners may have in pursuing their distance course. ODL lecturers should be seen not just as knowledge providers but as learning support providers. In reality, the process of student learning at a distance as revealed in this study is more complex than the conventional f2f setting, the reason being, that the obstacles that these DLs encounter may differ from one distance learner to another, with varying degrees of complexity.

The task is to design and offer an open distance educational experience that encourages learning. ODL providers need to understand that its educational products and services are to service the learner and provide an encouraging educational experience. We must consciously and actively develop and maintain approaches which enable learners to have their voices heard, and for lecturers, and UUM itself to be able to listen and understand the practical implications of what is being said. The learners should never be perceived as the problem, but should be perceived and integrated as part of the solution. Such an approach and attitude will benefit all stakeholders in ODL.

Various conclusions can be drawn with respect to the role of the lecturers in providing learning support to facilitate ODL and subsequently striving towards providing a better learning experience.


	As evident from the findings of this study, many of the respondents agreed that a strong concern in distance learning is the aspect of the “loneliness” or “isolation” experienced by the learner. It is for this reason the learning support needs to be as supportive and non-judgemental as possible.

	The learners’ dependencies on the lecturers, and their desperation, were constantly evident in the data. Contrary to the assumption of many ODL institutions, that “it is a mistake to assume that physical distance means loss of intimacy in interaction,” “loss of intimacy in interaction,” particularly learning interaction, was strongly felt by students

	It is also evident that there is an urgent training and development need for ODL lecturers at UUM practice regarding learning support and the role that it can and should fulfil.

	The learners value timely feedback from their lecturers regarding course assignments, exams, projects and their inquiries. It is important then for the lecturers to attend to their students promptly and efficiently. Such commitment as evident in this paper will help to improve learning and ease many frustrations.

	Institutional policy and the role of management are crucial in the establishment of an effective learning support to facilitate open distance learning.


In designing the learning support, the study encourages the ODL providers to choose appropriate combinations of methods for particular learning contexts. There is no “ONE” ODL solution that can best fit any ODL institutions and issues. It is important to note that the recommendations that this research proposes for UUM are certainly not the ideal solution to learning support concerns in distance learning. Nor do they necessarily provide optimal advice pertaining to components within the learning support. They are, however, made in an earnest effort, firstly to sensitise the ODL lecturers of the importance of their role in providing learning support in distance learning and, more importantly, to stimulate thought, dialogue and future research in providing learning support to ODL programmes.

Revisiting the Issue of Generalising and “Relatability”

The employment of qualitative methodology in this research does not mean that this research was intended to polarize qualitative versus quantitative research methods. Rather it was to the contrary. Although Morgan (1990) states that there can be factors within an organisation in ODL which lead to what has been labeled a “hegemony of survey method,” this is not to claim superiority for one or the other method. The position set out by Saljo (1988:35) provides a useful statement of a “position” for this study on student learning:


…there is no necessary conflict between qualitative and quantitative approaches for generating and analysing data…. Given the conception of learning outlined – it is evident that the family of methods conventionally referred to as qualitative is of primary importance. A thorough understanding of what learning means in concrete terms in various settings presupposes a detailed analysis of how students deal with the tasks they are presented…In saying this we are trying to establish another fundamental assumption behind the research into everyday human learning…Access to the learner’s perspective on the activities of teaching and learning is essential for understanding educational phenomena…and for improving education.



Considering that the focus of this research is the world of distance learners as they experience and perceive it, led me to conclude that:


	As the phenomenon is heavily contextualised, developing an understanding of the macro and micro-contexts of the world of the distance student needs to be a central feature of the study.

	The research must be “naturalistic” in the sense that I should experience the reality of those involved in the study and, further, that I should attempt to convey this understanding to the reader.


As an ODL researcher myself, I believe the individual learners’ perceptions, as well as their actions, play an important part in the expression of their reality and that this perceptual knowledge must be integral part of the research. Accordingly, this research study needs to harmonise an interpretative paradigm and a subjective-qualitative inquiry with value mediated results. The methods of gathering data should match those assumptions.

Multiple qualitative research methods situated in naturalistic inquiry and interpretive methodology were used on the advice of Denzin and Lincoln (1994: 2), who state that “the use of multiple methods or triangulation, reflects an attempt to secure in depth understanding of the phenomenon in question. Objective reality can never be captured.”


There is a final point to be made in relation to methodology that relates to the issue of “research tradition,” since my decision to undertake a qualitative approach in this study was intended to contribute to the popularisation of qualitative research in Malaysia. As noted earlier on, qualitative studies in educational research are very limited in Malaysia, and to date, there has been very little work done using this form of educational inquiry, and few that I could find in the context of open distance education.

The dominant tradition has followed the positivist paradigm. A qualitative study offers a different approach from educational research in distance learning and generates a range of information of a different quality from that obtained in traditional approaches. Qualitative studies have been well developed and practised in developed countries, but the situation is not the same in developing countries like Malaysia. The research, and consequently this paper, I hope, will contribute to the growing field of qualitative educational research in Malaysia to use a qualitative methodology in the country, and elsewhere.

Open distance learning and qualitative research share the mutual goals of dealing with subjectivity, describing the complexity of lived experience and appreciating realities where holism and intuition are valued. Qualitative methodology is, therefore, conducive to research that attempts to understand such human experiences as learning at a distance. Yin, in discussing the case-study approach, stated that “the case study allows an investigator to retain the holistic and meaningful characteristics of real-life events…” (Yin, 1989: 14). This description covers the potential range of ways in which the case study approach might be used in researching distance learning or other educational problems and phenomenon. I strongly believe that when the aims of research are understood, the experience extended and the conviction on what is already known increased, the qualitative study is by far the better choice for a study on distance learning and may prove to produce the strongest data (Merriam, 1988), that was the research discourse and motivation that I had pursuing this research. Should it be generalised to all ODL institutions and learners?

The issue therefore remains on the extent to which qualitative case study can or should address the issue of generalisation. Different scholars (Polit, 2010; Stake, 1978; Hamilton, 1980; Polanyi, 1958; Dilthey, 1976) and researchers provide strong case for rejecting the traditions of generalisability that are associated with the natural sciences. Many of them argue that traditional ways of thinking about generalisability are inadequate.

Lincoln and Guba (1985: 90) talk about transferability which they refer to whether knowledge gained from one context is relevant to or applicable for other contexts, or the same context in another time frame. Transferability assumes a role similar to generalisation. Any transferability is the responsibility of the reader who seeks to make the application of theory elsewhere, and of the original researcher.

Case study as it is used to study distance learners in this research can provide vicarious experiences that other approaches cannot. It offers an opportunity to experience vicariously, unique individuals within our own or another culture. Research on students’ learning in my study permits readers to experience vicariously about students undergoing their own learning experience which I have communicated in a narrative portrayal of their experiences. For Schostak, generalisation is produced by the way in which we agree to use language in order to map our world, co-ordinate our behaviour towards each other and to the objects of the world and to account for our actions to each other within it (Schostak, 2002: 83).

Nevertheless, this is not to say that the use of case study is always justified. Yin identifies three situations which justify the use of case studies: a critical case to confirm, challenge or extend a well formulated theory; and extreme or unique case which is so rare that it has value of its own; and a revelatory case, which presents an opportunity to reveal what is otherwise inaccessible for researchers (Yin, 1984: 42–43).

The use of single cases like my research is almost a general approach in human learning. Medical students understand human bodies by dissecting only one body, or at most a few. Car driving is often learnt on one particular car, and one can then drive any car. The single case adopted in my study allow me to fully understanding the internal relations within the complexity of ODL reality, and that kind of understanding allows the learners to generalise to other cases, but not in the statistical sense of knowing the pattern across the population.

One’s learning about one car allows him or her to transfer the knowledge to drive other cars, but would not provide any knowledge of variations over different cars. Similarly, the study on students’ perspectives and experiences on open distance learning at UUM would allow the transfer of the findings internally to the bigger population of learners at UUM.

Even so, the degree of relatedness between the 12 learners in this study with the bigger UUM students’ population varies as learners are heterogeneous in many ways. They could be similar, or vastly different from each other. On an equal note, the findings would not provide a base for generalisation to other students’ population across different ODL providers and institutions as there could be vast similarities and differences between ODL systems, courses, and programmes, across the country. It all depends on the degree or relatedness and similarities of circumstances, and the context between ODL experience at UUM and other ODL institutions that will dictate for the transfer of knowledge from this study to another.

Conclusion

Qualitative research which is commonly criticised for its lack of generalisability has much potential in making valuable contributions to the field of education despite resistance. Based on my own experience and perspective conducting research in distance learning, I strongly acknowledge the importance of case studies in qualitative research and believe that it contributes to advancement knowledge and promotes action in the area of the circumstance studied. As advanced by Kuhn (1970), there is more than one way of knowing, and conducting case study in qualitative research is one such way. So researchers let’s rise, let’s particularise more and generalise less. Let us liberate ourselves from worrying too much on the issue of generalisation, and transfer that act of generalising and making generalisation to the readers. After all, the concept of relatability is an approach to transforming research knowledge into a form which can readily enter the professional discourse through which educators, researchers, practitioners “may” enhance their craft knowledge of teaching and so improve the learning of the their learners. It is you the “readers” not the researcher that make the generalisation call!
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Abstract

This article presents a study to measure some personality styles among adult distance education students. In particular, these aspects refer to their expressional, emotional, intellectual, interpersonal, working and religiousness traits. The purpose of the study is to see how these traits vis-a-vis their demographic data contribute to their attitude towards examinations. Mailed self-rating questionnaires were used as to collect information from the respondents. The findings of this study showed that most adult distance education students of USM possess personality traits that contribute towards their well-being and success. Some of the personality traits are correlated with their behaviour toward examinations. Their interpersonal style and religiousness showed a moderate correlation with examination motivation and strategy. Lastly, their work and emotional styles show a weak correlation with examination preparations.

Keywords: interpersonality style, behaviour, well-being



Introduction

The final examination is one of the most important assessment components in almost all educational institutions including those with distance education systems. It is an established method by which institutions assess and grade their students. The School of Distance Education (SDE) of Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM) maintains its final examination component which contributes between 60% to 70% towards the overall grade in many subjects.

In the conventional setting, it has always been the interest of educationists to understand how the relationship between demographic factors, such as social backgrounds, and psychological factors, such as personality traits, in combination affect the study process or the outcomes of the students (Banks, 1989; Schultz and Schultz, 1994).

Practitioners in the distance education arena are interested to see the relationships between these factors with learning within the scope of differences and similarities of the two systems. Peculiar to the SDE of USM is that it can be regarded as distance teaching for adults who are mostly in full-time employment. Being adults mean that they have some experiences specific to them, such as being married or having previous learning experiences; being full-time employees means that they only study on a part-time basis. Many facets of the personality have been studied by correlating them with variables other than distance education (Schultz and Schultz, 1994).

Many studies have reported the relationship of personality traits with academic performance, preference for academic assessment and examination grades but none of the work has used distance education students as samples (Furnham, Chamorro-Premuzic and McDougall, 2002; Chamorro-Premuzic and Furnham, 2003a; Chamorro-Premuzic and Furnham, 2003b; Furnham and Chamorro-Premuzic, 2004; Furnham et al., 2005). Around the same time, sampling on undergraduate conventional university students, Phillip, Abraham and Bond (2003) produced a model that tried to illustrate how personality traits might affect examination performance by means of mediators such as intention, autonomous intrinsic motivation and so on.

Rovai and Grooms (2004) reported their findings on the relationship between personality-based learning styles and learning among graduate students enrolled in online doctoral programmes. The relationship between personality types and other variables with learning strategies among secondary school pupils has been studied by Liyanage (2004). In short, the academic success of students, especially adult students, not only depends on academic aptitudes and study habits but also on personality factors. The religiousness dimension was included in the study as part of the personality factor because it has long been considered an important agent in the moulding and shaping of individuals as well as group personality characteristics.


The aim of the study was, therefore, to explore the general patterns of behaviour among adult Distance Education (DE) students towards examinations and to see whether personality characteristics and demographic factors have some bearing on student behaviour toward examinations. To explain further, the objectives of the research were:


	The level of preparedness, strategies, motivation and shortcomings that distance students have toward examinations as a method of assessment.

	The kinds of collective scores distance students exhibit on the five-dimension Berkeley Personality inventory – expressional style, interpersonal style, working style, emotional style, intellectual style as well as on the religiousness style.

	The likely pattern of relationship existing between the aspects of students’ personalities and demographic data with their behaviour toward examinations.


Methodology

The study, using postal self-completed questionnaires, was started ten days after the distance students of the SDE, USM had taken the final examination of the 2003/04 academic year. A sample of 1,500 correspondents was chosen among students from the science, humanities and social science programmes.

The questionnaire contained three parts: Part A on personal data, Part B on students’ behaviour towards examinations and Part C on their personality characteristics.

Part B comprised 50 questions (items) that reflected the kind of activities the students had undergone or the feelings they experienced or conditions they were under. Some of the items in Part B have been adapted from Brown-Haltzman (1967). Students were asked to provide responses to each item from the multiple choices of four Likert scales defined as: 1 = very seldom, 2 = frequent, 3 = very frequent and 4 = almost every time. Part C which contained 42 items described some important aspects of the students’ personal characteristics. Students were asked to circle the numbers that corresponded to the conditions that they felt best described them. For each statement, the respondents were given four choices to agree or disagree with: 1 = strongly disagreeing, 2 = disagreeing, 3 = agreeing and 4 = strongly agreeing.

The students’ personalities were viewed in six important aspects: self-expression, interpersonal style, work-related characteristics, intellectual style, emotional style and religiousness. The first five measures were taken from the Berkeley Personality Inventory (Harary and Donahue, 1994) and that of religiousness was compiled from my own experience. The Berkeley Personality Inventory (BPI) is very similar to the so-called “Big Five” personality factors of extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism and openness; the BPI uses different terminology to express the full continuum of each personality dimensions. Each aspect personality was gauged by seven items.

On the religiousness attribute, students were asked about their commitment to these questions: I love my religion wholeheartedly; I love all human beings sincerely because of my religion; I am ready to contribute money, energy or ideas for my religion; I obey all obligations in my religion; I refrain from all kind of vices and unlawful deeds; I perform good deeds, forbid evil ones and I always perform my prayers to God (as prescribed by one’s religion).

Results and Discussion

The rate of returned answers was very satisfactory (746 respondents or 49.7%) compared with those of previous postal questionnaire surveys which yielded 30% to 40% (Ab. Rasid Mat Zin and Mustafa Fadzil Farid Wajidi, 2000). The demographic details of the respondents were as follows:

Students’ Personal Data



	1. Gender



	Male
	402 (53.9%)



	Female
	344 (46.1%)



	2. Marital status




	Married
	608 (81.5%)



	Unmarried
	138 (18.5%)



	3. Ethnicity




	Malay
	526 (70.5%)



	Chinese
	155 (20.8%)



	Indian
	51(6.8%)



	Others
	14(1.9%)



	4. Religion




	Islam
	532(71.3%)



	Buddhist
	135 (18.1%)



	Hindu
	43 (5.8%)



	Christian
	32 (4.4%)



	Others
	3 (0.4%)



	5. Age groups




	    < 25 years
	27 (3.6%)



	26–30 years
	118 (15.8%)



	31–36 years
	314 (42.1%)



	37–40 years
	180 (24.1%)



	    > 41 years
	107 (14.3%)



	6. Programmes of studies




	Science
	209 (28.0%)



	Humanities
	312 (41.6%)



	Social Science
	225 (30.2%)



	7. Employment




	Public sector
	685 (91.8%)



	Private sector
	58 (7.8%)



	Self-employed
	3 (0.4%)



	8. Level of studies (number of years in the system)




	Year 1
	183 (24.5%)



	Year 2
	115 (15.4%)



	Year 3
	187 (25.1%)



	Year 4
	225 (30.2%)



	Year 5
	36 (4.8%)



	9. Examination centres




	Pulau Pinang
	164 (22.0%)



	Alor Star
	74 (9.9%)



	Kuala Lumpur
	67 (9.0%)



	Ipoh
	99 (13.3%)



	Shah Alam
	30 (4.0%)



	Kota Bharu
	107 (14.3%)



	Kuala Trengganu
	30(4.0%)



	Kuantan
	39 (5.2%)



	Melaka
	76 (10.2%)



	Johor Bahru
	53 (7.1%)



	K. Kinabalu/Kuching/Sibu
	7 (0.9%)



	10. Distance from house/accommodation to the examination centres




	    < 25 km
	297 (39.8%)



	25–50 km
	199 (26.7%)



	51–70 km
	83 (11.1%)



	72–100 km
	71(9.5%)



	    >101 km
	96 (12.9%)



	11. CGPA categories




	    < 1.99
	19 (2.5%)



	2.00–2.49
	206 (27.6%)



	2.50–2.99
	430 (57.6%)



	3.00–4.00
	91 (12.2%)




Students’ Behaviour towards the Final Examination

Findings were summarised in the form of range scores, counts (percentage), mean and standard deviations, association (Cramer’s V) and correlation (Pearson’s r).

Students’ Preparedness for the Examination

Consisting of 12 items, this subsection has a reliability value of 0.7396 (Cronbach’s alpha). This section basically asked students about the amount of time they had given, the kind of study materials they used and the way they studied (alone or in groups). The cumulative scores of the students’ preparedness for the examination are listed in Table 1.


The cumulative values were obtained by adding the individual scores on each item (Harary and Donahue, 1994). For a twelve-item instrument on a Likert’s scale of 1 to 4, it gives the minimum score of 12 and the maximum of 48 with the midpoint value of 30. As can be seen from Table 1, the mean was 32.86, nearly three units above midpoint.


Table 1      Cumulative scores on students’ preparedness for the examination



	Score
	Count (%)



	12–18
	7 (0.9)




	19–26
	80 (10.7)




	27–34
	350 (46.9)




	35–41
	284 (38.1)




	42–48
	25 (3.4)




	mean 32.86
	sd 5.40




About 11.6% of the respondents scored low on preparedness; as adults, they might probably be busy with other responsibilities. However, there did not appear to be a significant association between occupation and examination preparedness (Table 12). Examination preparedness seemed to correlate well with examination strategies and to a lesser extent, with examination motivation and the cumulative grade point average (CGPA) value (Table 13).

Strategies taken by students before and during the examination

The reliability value of this 12-item subsection was 0.7154 (Cronbach’s alpha). The questions that were asked in this section included: taking quality time for revisions, having appropriate study materials, taking care of health, arriving early at the examination centre and using the right techniques to answer the examination questions.

Table 2 displays the cumulative data of the strategies adopted by students for the examination. Here again, the midpoint of the scale was 30. The mean was respectable, that is, 40.23, substantially far above the midpoint.

Less than 1% of the students scored low on strategies. This showed that most students had already equipped themselves with some examination skills. No significant difference was found between the numbers of years the students had been in the system with regard to examination strategies (see Table 12). Moderate positive correlation existed between examination strategies and examination motivation (Table 13).


Table 2      Students’ strategies for the examination



	Score
	Count (%)



	12–18
	1 (0.1)




	19–26
	6 (0.8)




	27–34
	82 (11.0)




	35–41
	316 (42.4)




	42–48
	341 (45.7)




	mean 40.23
	sd 3.97




Students’ motivation to sit for the examination

The students’ motivation was measured using 13 items which had a reliability value of 0.6030 (Cronbach’s alpha). The items dealt with, for instance, students aiming for good grades and the satisfaction that came with these grades, avoiding cheating in the examination and so on. Table 3 gives the cumulative scores for the students’ motivation.

This was a thirteen-item instrument that gave a range from 13 to 52 with the midpoint on the 32.5 mark. The mean score was high (41.32); it was 8.8 units above the midpoint, better than the mean for the students’ strategies. Less than 0.5% scored low on the motivation factor which again showed that as adults, the DE students were highly motivated learners.


Table 3      Cumulative scores for students’ motivation



	Score
	Count (%)



	13–20
	1 (0.1)




	21–28
	2 (0.3)




	29–36
	102 (13.7)




	37–44
	445 (59.6)




	45–52
	196 (26.3)




	mean 41.32
	sd 4.12




Shortcomings in relation to the students’ weaknesses toward the examination

These factors were observed using 13 types of weaknesses which produced a Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.8396. Among the weaknesses being observed were the fear towards the examination, bad hand-writing, forgetting memorised points and difficulty in expressing ideas in writing. The cumulative data for the students’ weaknesses in the examination are given in Table 4.


Table 4      Students’ weaknesses in the examination



	Score
	Count (%)



	13–20
	100 (13.4)



	21–28
	265 (35.5)



	29–36
	291 (39.0)



	37–44
	83 (11.1)




	45–52
	7 (0.9)




	mean 28.42
	sd 2.51




As anticipated, weaknesses should always fall below the midpoint (32.5) – the lower the better since the students’ achievement in the examination (CGPA) is negatively correlated with the weaknesses, although small (see Table 13). It seemed that the neuroticism type of students had many weaknesses during the examination, thus affecting their performance. Here the mean value was 28.42; it was only 3.6 units lower than the midpoint value. Twelve (12%) of the respondents scored high on examination shortcomings. This suggests that some form of support should be given to this group of students who were obviously having serious difficulties with the academic examination especially with regard to the assessment method.

Students’ personality traits

Each aspect was gauged by seven items and the overall reliability of this instrument was 0.7655 (Cronbach’s alpha).

The self-expressional styles

To measure personality characteristics, the scale of a similar range (7 to 28) was used throughout with the midpoint at 17.5. The cumulative scores for self-expression are shown in Table 5. The mean value of the self-expressional style was 19.83, only 2.33 above the midpoint. The results suggest that more students were the outgoing type, this being in line with adults who have had experience socialising within the family and at work places. The students’ expressional styles had a moderate positive correlation with the work and emotional styles (see Table 13).


Table 5      Cumulative scores for students′ self-expressional styles



	Score
	Personality type

	Count (%)



	7–11
	Tend to keep to themselves in social situations
	0 (0.0)




	12–17
	Do not feel comfortable around others
	131 (17.6)



	18–23
	Enjoy being active at parties/social gatherings
	539 (72.2)



	24–28
	Animated and outgoing in social situations
	76 (10.2)




	mean 19.83
	
	sd 2.73




None of the students who responded to this factor could be considered as keeping to him/herself in social situations.

Students’ Interpersonal Styles

The interpersonal inclinations of the respondents were found to be the following: mean score at 22.91, which was a 5.41 point above the midpoint (17.5), indicating that the majority of the respondents were caring about other people (Table 6). It correlated moderately and positively with the work, emotional and religiousness styles; with the examination strategies and examination motivation, it correlated at smaller values (Table 13).


Table 6      Interpersonal styles of the respondents



	Score
	Type of interpersonal style

	Count (%)



	7–11
	Difficult to trust others
	0 (0.0)




	12–17
	Generally cooperate with other people
	9 (1.2)




	18–23
	Genuinely care about other people
	444 (59.5)



	24–28
	Extremely concerned about the welfare of others
	293 (39.3)



	mean 22.91
	
	sd 2.64




Again, none of the correspondents agreed that he/she was one who did not trust others.


Working Styles of the Students

As shown in Table 7, the mean score of the students’ work style was 20.62, a little higher than 3 points above the midpoint; the results indicating that the majority (76.3%) of the respondents were achievement oriented. Not even one respondent preferred the situation where they were not connected to plans or schedules. The work style correlates most strongly with the emotional style and less strongly with the intellectual style and with examination preparedness (Table 13). This indicates that a person who is conscientious at work can also be calm and put more effort into studying before an examination.


Table 7      Reflection of students’ personality while working



	Score
	Work-related personality
	Count(%)



	7–11
	Prefer not to be tied down by plans and schedules
	0 (0.0)




	12–17
	Sometimes have difficulty accepting/completing responsibility
	74 (9.9)




	18–23
	Generally achievement-oriented and tend to finish job
	569 (76.3)



	24–28
	Value commitment and responsibility highly
	103 (13.8)



	mean 20.62
	
	sd 2.6




Students’ Emotional Styles

Respondents who were essentially stable and calm comprised 80.4% of the sample; the remainder experienced or expressed rather strong emotions (see Table 8). The mean score, being 2.33 units higher than the midpoint, appeared at 19.83. Although most of the respondents in this study were stable emotionally, a large percentage (19.3%) showed that they experienced strong emotions with a few individuals who experienced very strong emotions.


Table 8      Cumulative scores for students’ emotional styles



	Score
	Type of emotional style

	Count(%)



	7–11
	Experience and express very strong and passionate emotions
	2 (0.3)




	12–17
	Experience rather strong emotions
	144 (19.3)



	18–23
	Essentially stable
	520 (69.7)



	24–28
	Calm, cool and collected
	80 (10.7)




	mean 19.83
	
	sd 2.93




A significant association seemed to exist between the emotional style with ethnic group, marital status and examination centre (Table 11). A small correlation, however, seemed to exist between the emotional style with the intellectual style (positively), and with examination weaknesses (negatively) (Table 13).

Students’ Intellectual Styles

The least difference between the mean score and the midpoint was observed here, that is 1.9, with a big majority (72.2%) of the respondents scoring in the range of 18–23, being open to new approaches. Only 10.2% of respondents actually preferred to challenge tradition. A very small positive correlation existed between intellectual openness with both examination preparedness and examination strategies (Table 13).


Table 9      Cumulative scores for students’ intellectual styles



	Score
	Type of intelligence
	Count(%)



	7–11
	Prefer simple things in life
	0 (0.0)




	12–17
	Prefer simple things but entertain less conventional ideas/values
	131 (17.6)



	18–23
	Open to new approaches
	539 (72.2)



	24–28
	Prefer to break new ground and challenge tradition
	76 (10.2)




	mean 19.40
	
	sd 2.72




Students’ Religiousness Styles

Table 10 depicts the cumulative scores for the religiousness of the respondents.


Table 10    Cumulative scores for students’ sense of religiousness



	Score
	Category of religious commitment
	Count(%)



	7–11
	Weak religious commitment
	1 (0.1)




	12–17
	Moderate religious commitment
	10 (1.3)




	18–23
	Strong religious commitment
	228 (30.6)



	24–28
	Very strong religious commitment
	507 (68.0)



	mean 24.75
	
	sd 2.65




It has been found that 98.6% of respondents were in the category of being strong and very strong in their religious commitment. The mean value of 24.75 was indicated, 7.25 units above the midpoint, the largest difference compared to those of other personality styles so far. A small positive correlation seemed to exist between the religiousness style with examination motivation and examination strategies (Table 13).

Some Observations on the Association and Correlations between Variables

Nominal associations (Cramer’s V) (Elifson, Runyon and Haber, 1998)

The results strongly show that there were significant associations (0.200 and above) existing amongst some nominal variables with the cumulative scores of the students’ personality styles and their behaviour toward the examination (see Table 11 and 12).


Table 11    The association among nominal variables of the students’ personalities

[image: art]

There were personality differences amongst DE students across ethnic groups, religious affiliations, marital status, examination centres and the CGPA categories. Also, no significance or only a very low association existed between gender, age, programme taken, occupation, year of study and distance vis-a-vis personality characteristics. The self-expressional and interpersonal styles of the students had no association with all the nominal variables (see Table 11).

As shown in Table 12, ethnic groups, religious affiliations, ages, programmes taken, occupations, marital status, examination centres and CGPA categories had significant association with some behavioural aspects of distance education students towards the examination. Gender, year of study and distance has no significance or only a very low association with their behaviour towards the examination. Students’ weaknesses do not have any association with any of the nominal variables.


Table 12    Association among nominal variables with the students’ behaviour towards the examination

Behaviour towards the examination



	Nominal variable
	Preparedness

	Strategies

	Motivation

	Weaknesses




	Gender
	–

	–

	–

	–




	Ethnicity
	.266***

	.215*

	.231**

	–




	Religion
	–

	–

	.283***

	–




	Age
	–

	.238*

	–

	–




	Programme taken
	–

	–

	.219*

	–




	Occupation
	–

	.233**

	–

	–




	Marital status
	–

	.271**

	–

	–




	Year of study
	–

	–

	–

	–




	Exam centre
	.240**

	–

	–

	–




	Distance
	–

	–

	–

	–




	CGPA category
	.284**

	–

	.253*

	–





*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
(Distance = distance from house to exam centre; CGPA = Cumulative Grade Point Average).

Correlation Constants (Pearson’s r)

Table 13 displays some of the correlations that exist amongst ratio scale variables across personality and behaviour measures.

Notice that there were moderate correlations (0.4–0.6) between the following variables: interpersonal styles with work styles, emotion styles and religiousness styles; work styles with emotional styles; examination preparation with examination strategy; and examination strategy with examination motivation. A possible explanation for this would probably be that as adults, students who had already acquired certain desirable work styles and also adhered to praiseworthy religious values and practices were certainly expected to be stable emotionally. Socialisation at the work place would lead them to desire some form of paper qualification for which they had to pass specific examinations. In order to pass an examination, of course, they had to prepare some examination strategies which they had previously learned at colleges or schools.

Table 13    Correlation among interval scale variables (Pearson’s r)

[image: art]

A small correlation (0.3) existed between the expressional styles with work styles and emotional styles; interpersonal styles with examination strategy and examination motivation; work styles with intellectual styles and examination preparation; emotional styles with intellectual styles and examination weaknesses; religiousness styles with examination strategy and examination motivation and examination preparation with examination motivation.

Examination preparation and the CGPA (0.217) showed a small correlation while examination weaknesses had a small negative correlation (0.252) with the CGPA as well. Understandably, the higher the scores of examination weaknesses, the lower the values of the CGPA.


Conclusion

A large majority of the students made adequate preparation for the examination and had taken appropriate strategies prior to and during the examination sessions. The motivation to prepare well for the examination was high for the great majority of the students while the students’ weaknesses in the examination were revealed in a small number (12%); however, some form of support provision was deemed necessary for the weak students.

Almost all students had shown adequate positive characteristics in the main personality domains: expressional style, interpersonal style, emotional style, intellectual style, religious adherence style and work-related style.

There were differences in some dimensions of the personality with respect to certain aspects of the students’ demography. Similarly, there were differences in certain aspects of the students’ behaviour toward the examination because of demographic differences.

Moderate (0.4 to 0.6) to low (0.3) correlations existed among certain aspects of the students’ personalities and their behaviours toward the examination, suggesting that personality traits play a role in the examination behaviour and the academic performance of the adult distance students.
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Abstract

Learning English as a second language through distance education requires the learners to be highly motivated to learn and to carry out self-practice in order to improve and be competent users of the learned language. This article reports on the study undertaken to explore the relationship between distance learners’ perceptions towards the transactional presence of the course lecturer and their intrinsic motivation to learn English via distance education. A total of 512 students who enrolled in the JUE 300 English course responded to the quantitative questionnaire. The results indicated that a high level of transactional presence of the course lecturer is associated with a high level of intrinsic motivation in the distance learner. Based on the findings, this article concludes by making the following recommendations to providers, designers and instructors of English language learning courses in distance education: (1) be aware of the needs and expectations of distance learners in terms of the perceived transactional presence, i.e., the perceived availability and connectedness of the students to the lecturers and (2) enhance the students’ perception about the transactional presence of the lecturer. This can be achieved if the lecturer responds promptly to students’ emails and queries, participates actively in students’ blogs, chat rooms and discussions to increase learners’ intrinsic motivation to learn English via distance education.

Keywords: transactional presence, intrinsic motivation, English language via distance education



Introduction

Distance education is a system that provides learning opportunities to various groups of learners who have no access to the traditional, higher education institutions (Liu and Ginther, 1999). This opportunity of higher education has made it possible for working adults to strive beyond the traditional boundaries of educational transaction.

In Malaysia, Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM) has offered distance education since 1971, offering undergraduate degree programmes such as humanities, social sciences, sciences and management. The School of Distance Education (SDE), apart from providing students with a second chance for a higher education, stresses the use of English as a second language for academic purposes. In this light, the SDE students have to pass the English language courses offered at the SDE in order to graduate from their respective programmes (SDE Guidebook, 2010/2011). The students are required to enrol for these courses based on their English grades in the Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM) examination or their grades in the Malaysian University English Test (MUET).

Characteristics of Distance Education

Distance learners face various challenges due to the nature of distance education. According to Keegan (1990), distance education has six major features: (1) the separation of teacher and learner, (2) the role of the educational organisation, (3) the place of the technological medium, (4) two-way communication, (5) the separation of learner and the learning group and (6) industrialisation. Distance education is an educational field that focuses on the particular pedagogy, andragogy, technology and instructional systems design that aims to deliver education to students who are not physically “on site”.

Fundamentally, the learner’s chances to meet face to face with lecturers and peers in a distance education setting are difficult and limited. Therefore, special techniques in course design, instructional materials design as well as methods of communication by electronic devices or other technologies are important (Moore and Kearsley, 1996).


One of the most common concerns regarding online and distance education is the physical separation between teachers and students (Robertson, Grant, and Jackson, 2005; Moore, 1997). Extensive research (Moore, 1973; 1991) has been conducted to investigate the factor of physical distance between students and teachers and among students in the distance education setting.

The Theoretical Framework

Although there have been studies into the effects of physical distance, there is still a lack of systematic research to investigate the factor of psychological distance in distance education. According to Moore (1973, 1991), psychological “distance” is a theoretical construct or a variable that can be manipulated by instructional design or a set of institutional arrangements. Shin (2003) stated that psychological distance is more important than physical distance. The learning process during the educational transaction might be influenced by the psychological distance perceived by learners towards their lecturers or instructors and peers.

The Transactional Presence

One of the most influential studies in psychological distance is that of transactional presence (TP) by Shin (2001; 2002). The construct of TP is derived from merging two areas of research, namely, those of media and communication studies and teaching-learning in distance transactions (Shin, 2003). Shin’s concept of TP focused more on relationships (Munro, 1991) than interaction (Shin, 2003). TP is concerned with the degree to which a distance student perceives the availability of, and connectedness with, teachers, peer students and the institution. Meanwhile, interaction is viewed as the activity which may result in and from a high perception of TP. “Availability” refers to the notion that whatever is desired by a distance learner is obtainable upon his or her request. “Connectedness” refers to the distance learners’ belief or feeling that there is a two-way relationship between the student and another party which could be the lecturer or other distance learners. It is conjectured that a distance learner who has a high TP can be assumed to feel less lonely (McWhirter, 1990) and may be able to manage his or her own needs and emotions better (Lee and Robbins, 1998). Shin (2003) further explicitly noted that TP is an important indicator for the success of learners of distance education where learners who perceived higher TP may experience greater interaction with teachers, peer students and the institution.

Intrinsic Motivation

Researchers in social psychology and education have also recognised the importance of motivation for successful second language learning. Intrinsic motivation, which is central to initiative, may be regarded as an expression of autonomous regulation in development (Ryan, Kuhl and Deci, 1997). Intrinsic motivation is crucial to maintain one’s interest to continue his/her learning of the English language through distance education. Students may be intrinsically motivated only for activities that they perceive as being personally interesting and enjoyable (Reeve et al., 2007).

Research has also shown that to succeed in online learning, learners must be able to motivate themselves, manage their time wisely, take responsibility for their own learning and participate in the give-and-take electronic discussions (Collett, 2000; Rovai, 2003; Smith, Murphy and Mahoney, 2003). Furthermore, the students must have initiative, be resourceful, demonstrate persistence and believe in their ability to organise and carry out the actions needed to engage in learning (Derrick, 2003).

The Research Question

In view of the above mentioned literature on the SDE distance learner’s challenges in learning English via distance education vis-a-vis the importance of TP and intrinsic motivation, the purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between the distance learner’s perception of the TP of the lecturer at the SDE vis-a-vis his/her motivation to learn English via distance education. Specifically, the following research question was addressed in the study:

Is there a relationship between the distance learner’s perception towards the TP of the course lecturer and the learner’s intrinsic motivation to learn English language via distance education?

The null hypothesis of this study that corresponded to the research question was as follows:


Hypothesis 1 (H01):

There is no relationship between the distance learner’s perception towards the TP of the course lecturer and the learner’s intrinsic motivation to learn the English language via distance education at the SDE.

Method

A cross-sectional survey design using questionnaires was deployed to collect data which reflected the learners’ current perceived TP of the course lecturer and their intrinsic motivation in learning the English language via distance education.

The Research Sample

The population of this study consisted of 1,065 tertiary level distance learners who enrolled for the JUE 300 English course in the SDE for the 2009/2010 academic session. Students from this course were selected because they had at least one year’s experience with the education system of the SDE and the university. According to Yamane (1967), with a population size of 1,000, the minimum sample size (n) should be at least 286 samples at a precision level where the confidence level is 95% with the p-value of 0.5. For this study, 512 distance learners returned the questionnaires. This was deemed sufficient based on Yamane’s (1967) guidelines.

The Research Instrument

The questionnaire used in this research consisted of participants’ personal details, an instrument adapted from Shin (2001) regarding TP and an inventory adapted from Ryan (1982) on intrinsic motivation (IM).

The TP instrument was used to measure the learner’s perceived availability of, and connectedness with, their course lecturer and their course mates (Shin, 2002). The TP instrument consisted of 22 items where 9 items assessed the learner’s self-initiative to interact with the course lecturer and 13 items assessed the lecturer’s TP. The TP items had been adapted and modified to fit the learners′ context without affecting their reliability or validity. For example, an item such as “I feel that my lecturer will encourage me to continue my studies” was modified to “I feel that my JUE lecturer will encourage me to continue my studies in the English language course.” Validation was made for the modified items in this section. The items were in the form of a 5-point Likert scale (Table 1).


Table 1      The 5-point Likert scale



	Scale rating
	Description



	1 point
	Strongly disagree



	2 points
	Disagree



	3 points
	Neutral



	4 points
	Agree



	5 points
	Strongly agree




The internal consistency of the TP questionnaire for this study was estimated using the Cronbach Alpha reliability analysis (Cronbach, 1951). The results of the analysis showed that this instrument had good internal consistency, with a Cronbach Alpha coefficient of 0.940.

The Intrinsic Motivation Inventory (IMI)

The intrinsic motivation inventory (IMI) instrument is a multidimensional instrument designed by Ryan (1982). It consists of seven sub-scales to assess an individual’s intrinsic motivation and subjective experience related to a specific activity or learning task (McAuley, Duncan and Tammen, 1987). The IMI was designed specifically to assess an individual’s interest/enjoyment, perceived competence, effort/importance, pressure/tension, perceived choice, value/usefulness and relatedness while performing the given activity or learning task.

The inventory consists of 45 items that can be selected for use depending on which items are essential and necessary. The IMI items have often been modified to fit specific activities without affecting their reliability or validity. For example, an item such as “I enjoyed doing this activity very much” was modified to “I enjoyed learning the English language very much”.

In this study, 23 items were carefully selected and modified to construct the IMI specifically to measure the distance learners’ intrinsic motivation in learning the English language at the SDE. Validation was made for the modified items in this section. The items were in the form of a 7-point Likert scale (scale rating 1 representing “not at all true”, 4 representing “somewhat true” and 7 representing “very true”). Several items were presented in the form of reverse questions. For statistical analysis purposes, scores for the reversed items were obtained by subtracting the item response from eight and using the resulting number as the actual item score.

The selected items for this study comprised four sub-scales:


	The interest/enjoyment sub-scale that was considered as a self-report measure of intrinsic motivation (seven items).

	The perceived competence concepts were theorised to be positive predictors of both self-report and behavioural measures of intrinsic motivation (six items).

	The effort/importance sub-scale reflected the individual’s effort towards the activity (five items).

	The value/usefulness sub-scale was usually used in internalisation studies (five items).


(Deci et al., 1994)

The internal consistency of the IMI for this study was estimated using the Cronbach Alpha reliability analysis (Cronbach, 1951). The results of the analysis showed that the instrument used in the research had good internal consistency, with a Cronbach Alpha coefficient of 0.917.

Reliability

Internal consistency reliability is a measurement about whether the single test is consistent among themselves as well as the whole test. In this study, the Cronbach’s Alpha approach which was generated by Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used to measure the reliability and suitability of questions in the questionnaire. The overall Cronbach’s Alpha value for the three sets of questionnaires was 0.954. The Cronbach Alpha value for each section of the questionnaire was: 0.912 for the TP of the lecturer (TPLect), 0.928 for the TP of course mates (TPC), 0.830 for self-initiated interaction with the lecturer (SILect), 0.923 for self-initiated interaction with course mates (SIC) and 0.917 for learners’ intrinsic motivation (Table 2). According to the table below, the Alpha value showed that the questionnaire was reliable (Table 3).


Table 2      Cronbach’s reliability test results



	Section in questionnaire
	No. of items

	Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient




	TPLect
	9

	0.912




	TPC
	13

	0.928




	SILect
	8

	0.830




	SIC
	12

	0.923




	IM
	23

	0.917




	Overall
	65

	0.954





Table 3      The reliability instrument and Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient (Darren and Mallery, 2003)



	Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient
	Description



	Alpha > 0.9
	Very good



	Alpha > 0.8
	Good



	Alpha > 0.7
	Accepted



	Alpha > 0.6
	Questionable and accepted



	Alpha > 0.5
	Weak and accepted



	Alpha > 0.4
	Not accepted




Validity of Research Instruments

The questionnaires were checked and validated by two senior lecturers from the SDE who are experts in the field of distance education. The purpose of validation was to ensure that the contents in the questionnaire were suitable for the target research sample and matched with the research objectives. According to Borg and Gall (1989), the validity of the contents of a questionnaire is the degree the items in the questionnaire are able to represent the purpose of the research.

Procedures

The questionnaires for this study were distributed to students on 3 December 2009 attending the first class of the JUE 300 English course scheduled during the intensive course at USM. The researcher gave the participants sufficient time to complete the questionnaires. They were requested to return the questionnaires by the end of the intensive course, in approximately three weeks. There was a constraint as learners were required to deal with lectures, laboratory work, assignments and continuous assessments during the three week period. These activities might have obstructed some participants from completing and handing in the questionnaires. Collection boxes were prepared and located at the main office and in front of the course lecturer’s office to make it convenient for the students to submit the questionnaires after office hours.

Data Analysis Procedures

Descriptive and correlation statistics were performed using the SPSS for Windows Version 13.0 to analyse the collected data and to test the formulated hypotheses. The correlational analyses were mainly used in the inferential statistics of this study. Before performing correlational analyses, preliminary analyses were done to generate a scatterplot to check for violation of the assumptions of linearity and homoscedasticity (Pallant, 2004). Inspection of the scatterplots consisted of checking the outliers, inspecting the distribution of data points and determining the direction of the relationship between the variables.

Results

A total of 1,065 questionnaires were distributed to the respondents during the intensive course in December 2009. The total number of questionnaires collected was 514 which provided a 48% response rate.

The following descriptive statistics of the research sample describe the characteristics of the respondents. Table 6 tabulates the descriptive statistics of the research sample in terms of gender, age, academic year, ethnic group, the Malaysian University English Test (MUET) score and course.

The descriptive statistics of the research sample showed that in terms of gender, 314 respondents (61.1%) of the total respondents (N = 514) were females while the other 200 respondents (38.9%) were males. The three main age groups were the age group of 36 to 40 years old (n = 161, 31.3%), followed by the age group of 31–35 years old (n = 132, 25.7%) and the age group of 26–30 years old (n = 112, 21.8%). The students were mainly from the third academic year (n = 389, 75.7%) at the SDE. Malay students made up the largest ethnic group (n = 360, 70%) in this study. Most of the respondents scored a Band 2 for the MUET (n = 167, 33.5%). Nearly 17% (n = 83) of the respondents had yet to take the MUET. About 77% (n = 395) of the respondents were from non-science courses.


Table 6      Descriptive statistics of the research sample



	
	
	Statistic
	Percent



	N
	Valid
	N = 514
	100%



	Gender
	Male
	n = 200
	38.9%



	
	Female
	n = 314
	61.1%



	
	Valid
	514
	100%



	Age
	20–25 years
	26
	5.1%



	
	26–30 years
	112
	21.8%



	
	31–35 years
	132
	25.7%



	
	36–40 years
	161
	31.3%



	
	41–45 years
	56
	10.9%



	
	46–50 years
	15
	2.9%



	
	> 50 years
	12
	2.3%



	
	Valid
	514
	100%



	
	Missing
	0
	0



	Academic Year
	Year 1
	1
	0.2%



	
	Year 2
	52
	10.1%



	
	Year 3
	389
	75.7%



	
	Year 4
	71
	13.8%



	
	Others
	1
	0.2%



	
	Valid
	514
	100%



	
	Missing
	0
	0



	Ethnic Group
	Malay
	360
	70%



	
	Chinese
	109
	21.2%



	
	Indian
	20
	3.9%



	
	Others
	25
	4.9%



	
	Valid
	514
	100%



	
	Missing
	0
	0



	MUET
	Band 1
	99
	19.8%



	
	Band 2
	167
	33.5%



	
	Band 3
	116
	23.2%



	
	Band 4
	31
	6.2%



	
	Band 5
	3
	0.6%



	
	Yet to take MUET
	83
	16.6%



	
	Valid
	499
	100%



	
	Missing
	15
	2.9%



	Course
	Science
	118
	23%



	
	Non-Science
	395
	77%



	
	Valid
	513
	100%



	
	Missing
	1
	0.2%




Descriptive Statistics for Items Concerning the Transactional Presence Instrument

The Transactional Presence of Lecturer (TPLect)

The TPLect instrument consisted of nine items regarding the learners’ perceived availability and perceived connectedness towards their course lecturer. Respondents were required to choose from the scale provided (1 = strongly disagree; 2 = disagree; 3 = neutral; 4 = agree; and 5 = strongly agree). Table 7 describes the results of the item analysis for the questionnaire.


Table 7      Item analysis for lecturer’s transactional presence
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By using the mean value of 1.00 to 1.49 to represent “strongly disagree”, 1.50 to 2.49 to represent “disagree”, 2.50 to 3.49 to represent “neutral”, 3.50 to 4.49 to represent “agree” and 4.50 to 5.00 to represent “strongly agree”; it can be seen that most of the respondents agreed with all the statements in the nine items where the range of the means was within 3.50 to 4.49 showing that they reported having a high TP with the lecturer.

Descriptive Statistics for Items Concerning the Intrinsic Motivation Inventory

The Intrinsic Motivation Inventory (IMI) consisted of four parts. Part A measured the learners’ interest or enjoyment in learning English; Part B measured the learners’ competence in learning English; Part C measured their effort or the importance of learning English for them while Part D measured the intrinsic values or usefulness/value of learning English. There were seven items, six items, five items and five items respectively in each of the sections. Respondents were required to choose from the scale of 1 to 7.

Table 8 describes the results of the item analysis for the questionnaire.


Table 8      Item analysis for the Intrinsic Motivation Inventory
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Testing of Hypothesis 1 (H01)

The relationship between the learners’ perception towards the TP of the course lecturer (LectTP) and the learners’ intrinsic motivation (IM) to learn the English language via distance education was investigated using the Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient. This was to test Hypothesis 1 (H01);



	H01:
	There is no relationship between the learners’ perception towards the transactional presence of the course lecturer and learners’ intrinsic motivation to learn the English language via distance education.




The alternative hypothesis was:



	Ha1:
	There is a relationship between the learners’ perception towards the transactional presence of the course lecturer and the learners’ intrinsic motivation to learn the English language via distance education.




Preliminary analyses were performed to ensure there was no violation of the assumptions of normality, linearity and homoscedasticity. There was a medium, positive correlation between the two variables [r] = 0.463, n = 468, p < .0005]; with a high level of the TP of the course lecturer associated with a high level of intrinsic motivation. Hence, the null hypothesis (H01) was not accepted while the alternative hypothesis (Ha1) was a correlation of r = 0.463, when squared indicates 21.43% shared of variance (0.463 × 0.463 × 100% = 21.43). This indicated that the lecturer’s TP helped to explain for more than 21% of the variance in the students’ scores on intrinsic motivation to learn English via distance education.

Discussion

The results of the study demonstrate that a high level of TP on the part of the course lecturer would increase distance learners’ intrinsic motivation to learn the English language at the SDE With this, learners would not be deterred from interacting with their lecturers using the learned language. Instead, they become highly motivated to learn the language. Overall, the findings of the study showed that the students appeared to have a positive attitude towards learning the English language. Their responses in the questionnaire depicted that they enjoyed as well as had interest and desire to excel in the English course. This situation concurs with the point made by Reeve et al. (2007) that students are intrinsically motivated for activities that they perceive as being personally interesting and enjoyable.


Moore (1973; 1991) stressed that psychological “distance” is a theoretical construct or a variable that can be manipulated by instructional design or a set of institutional arrangements. Hence, psychological distance in the distance learning context can be reduced especially through e-learning. This can actually increase the students’ perception of the TP of the course lecturer and thus cater to the particular learning needs of these students. Students can participate in frequent discussions via e-mails or channelled through social networks such as Facebook and also through blogs where they can type short sentences to express their thoughts and queries. Such a context would create platforms for learners to interact and feel a sense of availability of the lecturer. These support Shin’s (2003) point that the success of distance learners is influenced by the relationship between the educator and the learners. This relationship will help facilitate the distance learners’ learning interest, improve their learning achievement, increase their learning satisfaction and sustain their learning persistence.

This study has enriched the distance education theory and research. The scholarly significance of this study depicts that learners are motivated when they perceive a high level of TP of their course lecturer. Shin (2003) argued that TP is an important indicator for students’ success in distance education. This would enhance the learners’ motivation in learning through distance education settings.

The study also raised other interesting questions. How does the lecturer’s TP affect the students’ self-initiated interaction? Are the students influenced by the TP of their course mates? Which of these has a greater influence over the students’ intrinsic motivation? These issues correspond to the point that distance learners possessing high TP can be conjectured to feel less alone (McWhirter, 1990) and are better able to manage their needs and emotions (Lee and Robbins, 1998). Derrick (2003) affirmed that students need to take the initiative to be independent, persistent and trust in their ability to plan and implement the measures required to engage in learning. Hence, it would be interesting to examine how the students’ perceived TP of the lecturer or course mates affect their self-initiated interaction to engage in learning. These questions are being addressed in a separate research. The findings will be disseminated in forthcoming papers.


Limitations of the Study

There were several limitations in this study. Firstly, the selected variables for TP were limited to the course lecturer. This was because the availability and connectedness towards the course lecturer were the key aspects that were considered in the research design of this study. However, more studies could be conducted to investigate other variables such as the students’ perception of the TP of their peers.

The gender distribution of the subjects was uneven, skewed towards females (61.1%), which meant that the sample was more representative of female distance students. Thus, any attempt to generalise the findings of this investigation to other institutional, societal, and cultural contexts of distance education would need to be approached with caution.

Conclusion

This study examined the relationship between distance learners’ perceived TP of the course lecturer and their intrinsic motivation. Based on the findings, the following recommendations to providers, designers and instructors of courses in distance education are made.


	Be aware of the needs and expectations of distance learners in terms of perceived TP, i.e., the perceived availability and connectedness of the students to the lecturers.

	Enhance the students’ perception about the TP of the lecturer. This can be achieved if the lecturer responds promptly to students’ emails and queries, participates actively in students’ blogs, chat rooms and discussions to increase learners’ intrinsic motivation to learn English via distance education.
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Abstract

One of the elements of an “electronic” university is the use of the Learning Management System (LMS) as the intermediary between the academic institution and students. Distance learners, as the main user of the LMS, are the focus of this study. Students’ perceptions and attitudes while using the LMS for their learning activities will influence their learning behaviour. This study explores the distance learners’ perceptions from the dimension of service quality and ease-of-use of the LMS. Survey questionnaires were answered by 451 students currently enrolled in an undergraduate degree distance learning programme. Based on a descriptive analysis (mean and standard deviations), it was found that students perceived the LMS provided by their academic institution as having a high level of service quality and ease-of-use. This study further discusses the importance and implication of the students’ perception of their LMS portal, the limitations of this study and recommendations for future research.
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Introduction

E-learning is gaining popularity and being adopted globally. The School of Distance Education, Universiti Sains Malaysia, started utilising the online learning portal in 2003. Recently, Saudi Arabia approved the establishment of the Saudi Electronic University (King Approves Establishment of Saudi Electronic University, 2011). E-learning has proved to be able to generate higher learning outcomes compared to traditional face-to-face learning (Islam, 2012). Furthermore, e-learning reduces travel related stress (Omidian and Keyvanifard, 2012). One of the elements of an electronic university is the use of the Learning Management System (LMS) as the intermediary between the academic institution and students. It is important for the academic institution to provide an excellent LMS to its students because the quality of the LMS will affect learning outcomes (Chen et al., 2008). As a result of this, service quality has become an important element in research related to information systems. Several studies have been conducted focusing on various aspects of the LMS such as perceived security (Mohd. Faiz, Shahrier and Yanti, 2011), attitude (Rugayah, Hashim and Che Zainab, 2010), andragogy (Rugayah, Hashim and Nor Aini, 2010), and framework evaluation (Eibl, Von Solms and Schubert, 2006). Service quality influences relational benefits and the interaction is on-going (relational) (Chen and Hu, 2012).

There has been an extensive discussion on the quality of e-learning (Chen et al., 2008). One of the issues is in determining the right person to evaluate the quality of such a system. Distance learners are the customers of the LMS. As the customers, they are the best persons to evaluate or assess its service quality. Distance learners are also capable of providing inputs or explanations on causes of reduction in the service quality level of the LMS. In addition to service quality, this study also looks at the ease-of-use of the LMS. According to Samsudin, Nor Azila and Al-Momani (2010: 2), ease-of-use is “…the degree to which a person believes that using an information system would be free of effort.” Furthermore, in online learning environments, Joo, Lim and Kim (2011) found that ease-of-use influences student satisfaction. Thus, there is a need to understand and manage students’ perceptions of service quality and ease-of-use of the LMS. This research seeks to examine the perceived level of service quality and ease-of-use of the LMS among distance learners.

Literature Review

Service Quality

Quality is a strong determinant of a customer’s expectations for any type of product or service (Chen et al., 2008). Quality is an important criterion for a service oriented organisation. Samsudin, Nor Azila and Al-Momani (2010: 369) defined service quality as “…judgement of a service that contributes to customer satisfaction.” Where quality is concerned, a user does not have any physical product that he/she can hold, feel and assess. Therefore, experience in interacting or accessing the services will play a vital role in ascertaining the level of quality. Specifically, in an e-learning context, distance learners access their learning materials through a web portal also known as a Learning Management System (LMS). Their experience with the LMS will act as a representation of the service quality of the education institution they are currently registered with. Furthermore, service quality will enhance satisfaction (Lai, 2006).

Students focus on several important aspects of learning such as guidance and support from instructors, assessments, helpfulness of response by instructors and response time to their queries (Martinez-Arguelles, Castan and Juan, 2010). For distance learners, these aspects are delivered through the LMS. Service quality also has a significant influence on intention to use (Ramayah, Noor Hazlina and Lo, 2010), learners’ perceived usefulness of the LMS (Al-Busaidi, 2012), relational benefit (Chen and Hu, 2012), customer loyalty (Chen and Hu, 2012), and satisfaction (Sumaedi, Bakti and Metasari, 2011).

Distance learners who perceive their LMS to have a high service quality will exhibit a higher intention to use the system and therefore increase their learning experiences. According to Bernardo, Marimon and Alonso-Almeida (2012), e-quality should be assessed in terms of two distinct dimensions: (1) functional and (2) hedonic. Hedonic quality is an intrinsic dimension of e-quality. Hedonic quality is the value acquired by a consumer from finding and purchasing a particular good or service (Bernardo, Marimon and Alonso-Almeida, 2012). Such quality can be distinguished from purely utilitarian (functional) quality (see [page 8]). The impact of hedonic quality has received relatively little attention, especially in the online context. Nemati et al. (2012) divided service quality into efficiency, reliability, responsiveness, assurance and security/privacy sub-dimensions.

Ease-of-Use

Samsudin, Nor Azila and Al-Momani (2010: 369) defined ease-of-use as “the degree to which a person believes that using an information system would be free of effort.” Ease-of-use is an important motivation factor on distance learners’ behaviour. Ease-of-use deals with distance learners’ perceptions (Joo et al., 2011) and a significant determinant of behavioural intention (Al-Aulamie et al., 2012). The students’ experience with the LMS will determine their perception of the ease-of-use of the LMS. Perceived ease-of-use will influence the actual usage and perceived learning assistance (Islam, 2012) especially in the case of less experienced distance learners.

Perceived ease-of-use is more important for the information gathering task (Gefen and Straub, 2000) and information gathering is what distance learners do most of the time. Furthermore, perceived ease-of-use is a significant influence on perceived usefulness, intention to use (Cheng, 2012; Premchaiswadi, Porouhan and Premchaiswadi, 2012), and performance outcomes in using the LMS (Schoonenboom, 2012).

In addition to the outcome of perceived ease-of-use, there are several factors influencing how distance learners perceive ease-of-use of the LMS. According to Al-Busaidi (2012), distance learners’ characteristics, system quality and information quality are significant antecedents for their perceived ease-of-use of the LMS. Al-Busaidi (2012) referred to the antecedents as computer anxiety, technology experience and personal innovativeness.

Importantly, the distance learners’ perception of the ease-of-use of the LMS will influence their satisfaction using the LMS.

Research Methodology

Research Design and Procedure

This study adopted an exploratory approach in trying to measure the level of perceived service quality and ease-of-use of the LMS among Malaysian distance learners. The study deployed the survey method as it is a popular and very common strategy in social science research. A cross-sectional research was deployed as the time horizon. A convenient sampling was used when distributing the survey questionnaires among first year students registered under the distance learning programme at the School of Distance Education (SDE), Universiti Sains Malaysia. Data for this study were based on the survey answers completed by 451 students currently enrolled in a distance learning programme. Distance learners at the SDE utilise the LMS portal (Moodle based) as the interface to the course package. They access course outlines, discussions, lecture notes, assignments, forums and any related learning materials from the LMS portal. In addition to these, they are also able to view the live web streaming of lectures through the LMS portal.

Variables and Measurement

To measure the variables in this study, distance learners were asked to rate their agreement on four statements related to service quality and five statements related to ease-of-use of the LMS portal. The rating on all statements were based on a 5-point Likert scale fixed from 1 (disagree) to 5 (agree).

Service quality was operationalised using four items adopted from Montoya-Weiss, Voss and Grewal (2003). All four items were rated based on a 5-point Likert scale anchored from 1 (disagree) to 5 (agree). The items were prefaced by “State your agreement based on the following scale”. One example of the item is “PPPJJ provides a high level of overall service through its site.” The term PPPJJ is the abbreviation for Pusat Pengajian Pendidikan Jarak Jauh, a Malay language equivalent for the School of Distance Education. Montoya-Weiss et al. (2003) reported the reliability of the scale at .89 for the Cronbach’s α coefficient.

Ease-of-use is operationalised using five items adopted from Srinivasan, Anderson and Ponnavolu (2002). All five items were rated based on a 5-point Likert scale anchored from 1 (disagree) to 5 (agree). The items were prefaced by “State your agreement based on the following scale”. One example of the item was “This website is very convenient to use”. Srinivasan, Anderson and Ponnavolu (2002) reported the reliability of the scale at .80 for the Cronbach’s α coefficient.

Results and Data Analysis

The Sample Profile

The survey was conducted based on a convenient sample of 451 Malaysian distant learners. The sample consisted of 184 males and 267 females. Sixty-four percent of the respondents were below 30 years old. Three hundred and eight respondents had at least completed their studies at the diploma level. Eighty-one percent of the respondents earned below RM3000 per month. The majority (74.1%) of the respondents were Malays. The majority (62.3%) of the respondents were married. Table 1 summarises the sample profile.


Table 1      Profile of the respondents



	
	(%)

	Frequency




	Gender
	
	



	Male
	40.8

	184




	Female
	59.2

	267




	Age
	
	



	< 25
	10.9

	49




	25 to 30
	53.7

	242




	31 to 35
	17.5

	79




	36 to 40
	8.6

	39




	41 to 45
	4.9

	22




	> 45
	4.4

	20




	Highest academic qualifications
	
	



	Certificate
	.7

	3




	SPM
	7.5

	34




	STPM
	22.4

	101




	Matriculation
	.4

	2




	Diploma
	68.3

	308




	Others
	.7

	3




	Income
	
	



	Below RM1000
	4.9

	22




	RM1000 to RM1999
	37.9

	171




	RM2000 to RM2999
	38.1

	172




	RM3000 to RM3999
	13.5

	61




	RM4000 to RM4999
	3.8

	17




	Above RM4999
	1.8

	8




	Ethnicity
	
	



	Malay
	74.1

	334




	Chinese
	13.1

	59




	Indian
	8.2

	37




	Kadazan
	.4

	2




	Dayak
	2.2

	10




	Jakun
	.2

	1




	Other
	1.8

	8




	Marital status
	
	



	Single
	35.3

	159




	Married
	62.3

	281




	Widowed/divorced
	2.4

	11





Reliability Analysis

Table 2 summarises the Cronbach’s α coefficient for the study variables. For service quality, the reliability estimates were .957 which clearly surpassed the .60 minimum threshold targets (Sekaran, 2005). For ease-of-use, the reliability estimates were .945 which also exceeded the .60 minimum threshold values for Cronbach’s α coefficient.


Table 2      Climate survey factors and composite reliabilities



	Factor label

	# of items in composite

	Reliability (Cronbach’s α)




	Service quality
	4

	.957




	Ease-of-use
	5

	.945





Test of Difference – Comparison of Male and Female Respondents

A comparison of the level of service ease-of-use based on gender was conducted with the t-test. The results presented in Table 3 indicated no significant difference on how male and female students perceived the level of service quality and ease-of-use.


Table 3      Comparison of male and female respondents



	Variable

	Mean

	t-value




	Male
(n = 80)

	Female
(n = 35)




	Service quality
	3.60

	3.56

	.452




	Ease-of-use
	3.55

	3.49

	.879





*p<0.05, **p<0.01

Descriptive Analysis

Descriptive statistics computed included the means and standard deviations. Based on a descriptive analysis, the distance learners’ level of service quality and ease-of-use were found to be considerably high. Table 4 shows the descriptive statistics for service quality and ease-of-use. The mean score for service quality (M = 3.58, SD = .713) was higher compared with that for ease-of-use (M = 3.51, SD = .694).

Correlation Analysis

The correlation analysis is summarised in Table 4. Both variables correlated positively. Service quality correlated with ease-of-use at r = .811, p < .01.


Table 4      Correlation matrix of the study variables



	
	Mean

	Standard Deviation

	1

	2




	Service quality
	3.58

	.713

	1

	



	Ease-of-use
	3.51

	.694

	.811**

	1





*p<0.05; **p<0.01

Discussion

Current Level of Service Quality and Ease-of-Use of LMS by Distance Learners

The descriptive analysis was utilised to achieve the objective of this study in assessing the current level of service quality and ease-of-use of the LMS by the distance learners. The analysis revealed the perceived level of service quality and ease-of-use among distance learners. Based on the scale used in the survey from 1 to 5, there were positive perceptions on service quality and ease-of use.

Distance learners’ perceptions of service quality and ease-of use were skewed to the “agree” end of the scale with the mean score for service quality at 3.58 and ease-of-use at 3.51. A high perception on the service quality of a LMS is important as this will enhance its usage (Ramayah, Noor Hazlina and Lo, 2010). As for ease-of-use, Joo, Lim and Kim (2011) also reported a similar above median mean value in their study. Ease-of-use has been shown to significantly influence satisfaction (Joo, Lim and Kim, 2011).

The higher than median score for both service quality and ease-of use may have been due to the excellent LMS provided by the institution. The measurement items for service quality used in this study were similar to the key quality dimensions postulated by Martínez-Argüelles, Castan and Juan (2010). The result could also reflect the significant experiences of the institution which has been providing distance education programmes since 1971. However, the results obtained in this study slightly differ from those indicated by Yudi and Arif (2011) which reported an overall score of “fair”.


Level of differences of male and female Malaysian distance learners

Another objective of this study was to assess the differences of service quality and ease-of-use between male and female learners. The t-test was utilised to achieve this objective. The results are presented in Table 3. The t-test indicated no significant difference between male and female learners on all the variables of this study. Since male and female distance learners have a similar perception on service quality and ease-of use, a single approach or strategy should be able to create the same output. Therefore, an education institution only needs a single approach or strategy in developing their LMS. However, if there are a significant gender differences, the education institution may need to devise a separate approach for male and female learners.

Conclusion

The students’ perceptions on using the LMS for learning activities may lead to the formation of attitudes that will influence their learning behaviour (Islam, 2012). This study explored their perceptions from the dimension of service quality and ease-of-use which will influence their learning behaviour and attitude. The findings of this study can help researchers and practitioners to better understand the students′ behavioural intention to use the LMS for their e-learning activities. Students will tend to use the LMS more if it is easy to use, thus increasing their learning potential. Meanwhile, a high service quality will increase students’ satisfaction. Satisfied students will definitely use the LMS more and again, this will motivate them to engage in further learning processes.

Limitation and Future Research

Our research has some limitations that should be addressed for future research. First, the study was conducted in a single institution. It might be useful to replicate this study, perhaps in several institutions to generate a more solid relationship among the constructs examined. Second, although this study explores the role of service quality and ease-of-use, a major limitation is that we did not test the sub-dimensions of service quality and ease-of-use. Third, an extended analysis of the specific aspects of service quality and ease-of-use which affect students’ acceptance and performance more significantly would be a worthwhile complement to this study. Finally, as cloud computing opens a new era in education and e-learning by providing a flexible, cost effective and efficient infrastructure (Alshwaier, 2012), future research should explore the availability and effectiveness of a cloud-based LMS.
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