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Abstract

There have been few efforts to investigate the concept of quality from learners’ perspectives 

or to incorporate their needs and perceptions in quality standards in distance education. 

This is rather surprising, particularly in distance education contexts where the quality of 

the learning is not derived only from the products and services delivered to the learner but 

also from the knowledge, understanding, and relationships that are codeveloped by both 

teachers and learners during the teaching and learning processes. This study proposes and 

verifies a conceptual model of the 10 dimensions of quality in distance education from the 

learners’ perspectives and investigates gender differences in the perception of quality in 

distance education with 1,665 distance learners from 11 Asian countries and one territory. 

The results show that all 10 dimensions across supportive, pedagogical, and environmental 

domains in the model are important in judging quality in distance education. Also, gender 

differences are found in the perceived importance of 10 quality dimensions, barriers to DE, 

important supporters, and types of support received. The implications of these findings are 

discussed and suggestions for further research and development are offered. 
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Introduction

As Jung (2011) observes, the quality assurance (QA) criteria developed in various settings 

tend to be responsive to the perspectives of distance education (DE) institutions, asses-

sors, and funding bodies and often ignore learners’ views on quality. For example, the E-

xcellence Project’s e-learning assessment tool, which was developed under the auspices of 

the European Association of Distance Teaching Universities, includes 33 benchmarks that 

are mainly concerns of European e-learning institutions, including strategic management, 

curriculum/course design and delivery and support. Similarly, India’s Distance Educa-
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tion Council’s “Guidelines for Regulating the Establishment and Operation of Open and 

Distance Learning Institutions” requires DE institutions to attend to areas such as man-

agement of academic and administrative matters, policies and mechanisms for curricu-

lum development, and staff training. Twenty-four common benchmarks for quality online 

education developed by the Institute for Higher Education in the USA also cover QA items 

important for e-learning providers to assess and improve their quality (Phipps & Merisotis, 

2000). 

While inputs from providers, assessors, and governments are valuable in managing and 

enhancing quality in DE as Frydenberg (2002) argues, learners’ views also need to be taken 

into account since the success of DE does not derive only from the products and services 

delivered to the learner but also from the knowledge, understanding, and relationships that 

are codeveloped by both learners and teachers during the teaching and learning processes, 

and such success typically relies to a greater extent on learners’ motivation and commit-

ment (Ehlers, 2004; Jung, 2011; Tucker, 2010). Moreover, in order to improve learning 

experience and performance of distance learners, it is essential to fully understand their 

perceptions of quality DE. 

Studies on Learners’ Perceptions of Quality in Distance Educa-
tion
Some studies have examined learners’ views on quality in DE and are well documented in 

Jung (2011). For example, employing a survey, focus groups, interviews, and case studies, 

Cashion and Palmieri (2002) investigated Australian learners’ and educators’ views on the 

quality of online learning. Flexibility, or a flexible way of utilizing e-learning technology, 

was rated as the most important factor in quality e-learning by learners, while it was rated 

far lower by providers. Other quality factors cited as highly important by most educators, 

such as induction, communication with teachers and other students, and a hybrid mix of 

face-to-face and online learning, were rated as less important by the learners. In particular, 

learners did not indicate any need for a lot of induction, initial support, or technology train-

ing to study online, while educators believed that they would demand far more support. 

In a European context, Ehlers (2004) found from interviews with experienced e-learners 

that European learners see course process–related dimensions, such as presence, didac-

tics, and collaboration, as more important than institutional considerations, such as vi-

sion, planning, and finance, in evaluating e-learning quality. He also uncovered that while 

e-learning institutions view technology as an important factor in enhancing the quality of 

e-learning, learners do not agree with this view and perceive technology as important only 

when it is lacking. This result is consistent with the findings from Cashion and Palmieri 

(2002) and Jung (2011) that e-learners do not see technology or technology support as a 

critical factor in assessing the quality of e-learning. However, as Muilenburga and Berge 

(2005) and Selim (2007) report, e-learners with poor technology infrastructure and less 

experience with technology perceive problems with technology and access as serious bar-

riers to e-learning.  
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In the United States, Ward, Peters, and Shelley (2010) reported the positive perception 

of both instructors and students toward the overall instructional quality of synchronous 

online learning. They found that instructors were pleased with the quality of student-to-

instructor and student-to-student interaction in synchronous online classes, while students 

positively assessed the quality of learning experiences during online learning. 

Jung (2011) found that South Korea’s e-learners perceived staff support to be the most 

important indicator of e-learning quality, followed by institutional QA mechanisms and 

learning tasks. This finding clearly differs from the findings in the two Western studies 

mentioned above and may reflect the tendency for education in Asia to be more teacher-

centered—a reminder that cultural factors also need to be taken into account when con-

sidering learners’ needs. However, even in the same region, different findings have been 

reported. For example, in an edited book on DE in Asia (Baggaley & Belawati, 2010), Chen 

and Wang (2010) reported that Chinese online learners ask for more teacher-student and 

student-student interactions and flexible learning activities that offer guidance, while their 

institutions place more emphasis on provision of video lectures and multimedia resources 

and content design that follows a certain standardized procedure. 

While these studies contribute to our understanding of learners’ perspectives on quality 

in DE, they also point to the fact that there can be some significant differences across dif-

ferent contexts that are dependent on learner variables such as gender. This is particularly 

true in Asia, where gender is an important variable explaining barriers to distance learning 

(Bhushan, 2008), intensity of technology use (Jamtsho & Bullen, 2010), motivation and 

confidence to continue distance learning (Janaki, 2006), perception of the quality of DE 

courses (Yawan, 2001), and use of supports (Taplin & Jegede, 2001). Thus, in order to fill 

the knowledge gap in the literature and provide useful references to devise a balanced and 

improved QA framework for DE in Asia, we need to understand Asian learners’ perspective 

of DE quality and consider learner differences, especially in gender. 

Conceptual Model Development 
The present study aims to investigate Asian learners’ perceptions about the quality of DE 

and examines gender differences in such perceptions in an attempt to understand Asian 

learners’ needs and concerns in assessing quality in DE and provide practical references for 

the improvement of existing QA frameworks for DE in Asia. DE in this study includes vari-

ous forms of technology/media-supported education such as e-learning. 

To develop an initial list of quality dimensions for use in the study, relevant previous stud-

ies were analyzed. In particular, the categories confirmed by Jung (2011) in an Asian con-

text served as a foundation to create and define six dimensions.

1. The faculty support dimension deals with policies and procedures for training, support 

during course development and delivery, and faculty welfare. 

2. The student support dimension deals with policy and guidelines for technical, finan-

cial, psychological, social, and administrative support, flexible payment, and appeal 
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mechanisms. 

3. The information & publicity dimension refers to the provision of course-related and 

other logistical information and clear indication of requirements. 

4. The interactive tasks dimension refers to learning activities that promote learner inter-

actions in various forms of distance learning. 

5. The institutional quality assurance mechanism dimension refers to policy measures 

and activities by a DE institution with regard to the existence of QA standards and 

guidelines specifically for DE, and periodic internal and external evaluations. 

6. The institutional credibility dimension refers to the status of acquiring both national 

and international accreditations, showing strong leadership, and guaranteeing mem-

ber qualifications that promote a DE institution’s public credibility. 

Four other dimensions (infrastructure, course development, teaching and learning, and 

evaluation and assessment) were added to the list as they were found to be common di-

mensions of Asian countries’ QA systems for DE. Jung, Wong, Chen, Baigaltugs, and Bela-

wati (2011) analyzed the existing QA frameworks in the identical Asian countries and one 

territory, excepting Thailand, and found that vision and mission, educational resources, 

infrastructure, course development, teaching and learning, student support, and evalua-

tion and assessment are commonly included as QA areas in Asia. Among these common 

QA areas, the vision and mission area was excluded since it was not identified as a major 

quality concern for Asian DE learners in several studies, such as Chen and Wang (2010) and 

Jung (2011). Student support had already been included among the QA criteria of the pres-

ent study, and the educational resources area was incorporated in the course development 

dimension. Thus the remaining four dimensions were added to the list of the present study. 

1. The course development dimension refers to policies and guidelines that help ensure 

and maintain the quality of course development processes, materials, and resources, 

and the course content’s adaptability to learners. 

2. The teaching and learning dimension refers to activities related to pedagogy in DE as 

well as online and physical resource provision. 

3. The evaluation and assessment dimension refers to activities and policies concerned 

with students’ learning assessment and feedback as well as various stakeholders’ evalu-

ations. 

4. The infrastructure dimension refers to the policies and measures that ensure the reli-

ability and security of technology systems as well as the provision of physical spaces. 

Once these 10 dimensions are identified, a model for quality in DE is built on three do-

mains: supportive, pedagogical, and environmental. The three domains are used to catego-

rize and organize the 10 dimensions in a meaningful and efficient manner. 
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1. Supportive domain refers to an assistive quality aspect that helps learners carry out 

distance learning effectively and efficiently and includes three quality dimensions: fac-

ulty support, student support, and information and publicity. 

2. Pedagogical domain refers to a core quality aspect in DE that helps learners develop 

and adjust their knowledge, skills, and attitudes both independently and collaborative-

ly and includes four quality dimensions: Course development, teaching and learning, 

interactive tasks, and evaluation and assessment. 

3. Environmental domain refers to a contextual quality aspect that creates distance teach-

ing and learning environments where learners work productively and flexibly with high 

confidence in DE and includes three quality dimensions: Infrastructure, internal QA 

mechanism, and institutional credibility. 

In the model, gender, amongst several learner variables, is considered to be an important 

variable influencing Asian learners’ perception of quality factors in DE as the barriers and 

supports necessary for successful distance learning are quite different between male and 

female learners (Bhushan, 2008; Taplin & Jegede, 2001). Figure 1 presents the proposed 

conceptual model for quality in DE, depicting the relationships between the three domains 

and the 10 dimensions as well as the gender effect in the perception of quality in DE as 

perceived by distance learners. 
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Purpose of the Study
This study aims to (a) evaluate the factor structure underlying this conceptual model at the 

domain and dimensional levels; (b) identify important quality criteria within each dimen-

sion in assuring the quality of DE from the perspective of Asian learners; and (c) discover 

gender differences in learners’ perceptions of quality in DE, learning barriers, and supports. 

The aim of this is to contribute to a better understanding of the quality dimensions and 

criteria identified by Asian distance learners and gender differences in such perceptions 

and to offer Asian DE providers and policy makers practical guidelines on how to integrate 

learners’ perceptions and gender-considerate support strategies into their QA framework.  

Methodology

This study was carried out in Asia, which is home to the world’s largest number of learn-

ers studying at a distance. A survey was employed in the study to collect data from a large 

number of distance learners scattered across several Asian countries regarding their per-

ceptions of DE quality that could not be directly observed. 

Participating Institutions and Respondents 
Participating institutions or programs include the following: 

• fourteen DE universities, including India’s Indira Gandhi National Open University, 

Indonesia’s Universitas Terbuka, Malaysia’s Wawasan Open University and Open Uni-

versity Malaysia, Korea’s Korea National Open University and Hanyang Cyber Uni-

versity, Japan’s Open University in Japan and Cyber University, the Philippines’ Uni-

versity of the Philippines Open University, Thailand’s Sukhothai Thammathirat Open 

University, China’s Beijing Open University, Renmin University, and Open University 

Hong Kong, and Pakistan’s Virtual University Pakistan;  

• seven conventional universities that provide DE programs, including China’s Beijing 

Normal University, Korea’s Ewha Womans University, Japan’s Kumamoto University 

and Waseda University, Mongolia University of Science and Technology, Hong Kong 

Baptist University, and Singapore Institute of Management;

• for-profit companies, including two e-learning providers in Korea (Credu and I-4-You); 

and 

• others, including one Mongolian NGO (Mongolian e-Knowledge) .  

The participants from these institutions or programs include individuals who were taking 

e-learning courses offered by foreign universities, for-profit companies, or community cen-

ters at the time of data collection. 

A total of 1,665 learners who were enrolled in DE institutions or programs in 11 Asian coun-

tries and one territory (China, Japan, Korea, Hong Kong SAR China, Malaysia, Mongolia, 

India, Indonesia, Pakistan, Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand) participated in this study 
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between June and October 2010. 

Over 45% of the participants came from DE institutions or programs in five of the countries 

and from the one territory where English was used as a main medium of instruction, 18.5% 

came from Indonesia, where the number of DE learners has reached 650,000, and about 

10% came from Korea, where over 250,000 are DE learners. While we had fewer partici-

pants from China and more from Mongolia in proportion to the number of DE learners in 

each country, a fair distribution of survey participants was achieved overall. 

Sixty-four percent of the participants were male students and slightly over 50% were be-

tween the ages of 21 and 30. Almost 52% were studying at a local distance teaching univer-

sity, while 29% were from a DE program offered by a local conventional university. Around 

44% were using print as a main medium of learning and almost 21% were studying totally 

online, while over 72% had basic or advanced experience with DE. These figures seem to 

reflect features of average Asian adult DE learners, even though the proportion of male 

participants was a bit higher compared with that of most participating institutions (the 

most common male-to-female ratio among participating institutions was around 50:50). It 

is suspected that Internet accessibility for male students may have made it easier for them 

to participate in the online survey. Thus, caution is needed to interpret the data due to the 

difference in gender distribution. Table 1 shows demographic features of the participants. 

Table 1

Demographic Characteristics of Respondents (N = 1,665)

Characteristics n % Characteristics n %

Countries Age

China 139 8.3 -20 118 7.1 

Japan 89 5.3 21-30 835 50.2 

Korea 165 9.9 31-40 377 22.6 

Malaysia 101 6.1 41-50 185 11.1 

Mongolia 105 6.3 51-60 82 4.9 

Indonesia 308 18.5 61-70 13 0.8 

Others a) 758 45.5 71- 11 0.7 

Gender Missing 44 2.6 

Female 591 35.5 DE experience

Male 1065 64.0 Extensive  233 14.0 

Missing 9 0.5 Quite a lot  428 25.7 

Some experience  536 32.2 

Very limited  310 18.6 

None 128 7.7 

Missing 30 1.8 
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Affiliation

A local distance university 864 51.9 

A distance education course/program offered by a local conventional, campus-

based university
481 28.9 

A distance education course/program offered by a foreign university 35 2.1 

A distance education course/program offered by a for-profit institution/company  28 1.7 

A distance education course/program offered by a non-governmental organiza-

tion
49 2.9 

A distance education course/program offered by a community center 18 1.1 

A distance education course/program offered by an internal organization 42 2.5 

Others 98 5.9 

Missing 50 3.0 

Major learning method

Reading textbooks/printed learning materials 729 43.8 

Using broadcast programs 138 8.3 

Content-based online study 345 20.7 

Interactive online study 179 10.8 

Face-to-face tutorials 206 12.4 

Others 45 2.7 

Missing 23 1.4 

Note. a) DE institutions/programs using English as an instructional medium (Hong Kong SAR, 

India, Pakistan, Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand)

Survey Instrument
Based on the items confirmed by Jung (2011) and Jung et al. (2011), the initial 55 quality 

criteria across 10 quality dimensions were identified and refined to gain information about 

the learners’ perceptions of DE quality. This initial list was then reviewed by five DE experts 

in Asia (India, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, and Thailand) regarding the relevancy and validity 

of the items for measuring DE quality. As a result of this review process, three items were 

deleted from the initial 55 because of redundancy, nine were revised for clarity, and five 

new items were added to reflect the diverse DE situations in Asia. In all, 57 items were 

included in the final survey. The largest number of items (12 items) was generated in the 

teaching and learning dimension and the second largest (nine items) in the student support 

dimension since these dimensions were considered to be the core of DE. In the survey ques-

tionnaire, respondents were asked to rate each item’s importance in assessing and assuring 

the “quality” of DE (1 being lowest, 5 being highest). Additional questions were added to the 

questionnaire to obtain information regarding learner demographics, institutions, learning 

methods, study supports, and previous DE experience. In order to identify gender differ-

ences in barriers to distance learning and supports received to overcome the barriers, three 

more questions were asked. 

The final English version of the questionnaire was translated into Chinese, Japanese, Kore-
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an, Mongolian, and Indonesian by the author and the project team, and one or two bilingual 

professionals in each country validated each of the respective translations. 

Procedure
First, an online survey site was created for the study. Since the study sought responses from 

distance learners from countries geographically dispersed throughout Asia, and all of the 

participating institutions used the Internet to communicate with their students, an online 

survey was believed to be more effective and efficient and better able to achieve large sam-

ple sizes. Concurrently, a printed version of the survey was prepared for those who could 

not access the Internet. Following a general ethics code for research, the survey proposal 

was reviewed by the Academic Affairs office at the author’s university, and an open state-

ment that explained the purpose of the study, the benefits and possible dangers, the volun-

tary nature of the study, and the contact information was presented on the first page of the 

survey. Once the online survey site, which included six versions in different languages, was 

ready, an invitation email was sent out to DE educators teaching various subjects at differ-

ent types of Asian institutions, including state-funded mega universities, small- and large-

scale private DE institutions, DE programs offered by conventional universities, for-profit 

e-learning companies, and community centers and NGOs that were offering DE courses.

Data Analysis
Multilevel confirmatory factor analysis (MCFA) via structural equation modeling (SEM) 

was carried out with AMOS 16.0 to address research goals (a) and (b). An independent-

sample t-test, chi-square tests, and analyses of standardized residuals were conducted to 

identify gender differences. 

Findings

Confirmation of Quality Domains and Dimensions
The results of MCFA confirmed the goodness-of-fit of the conceptual model of quality in DE 

and revealed that all three domains and all 10 dimensions in the model were important in 

assuring the quality of DE from the perspective of Asian learners. As seen in Figure 2, stan-

dardized coefficients for the three domains were high (.941 for the environmental domain, 

1.013 for the pedagogical domain, and 1.021 for the supportive domain), which indicates 

that all three domains are highly important in assessing quality in DE. In the supportive 

domain, the student support dimension was the best indicator explaining DE quality. In 

the pedagogical domain, evaluation and assessment and course development were the two 

most influential dimensions, each explaining between 83% and 84% of the variance of the 

domain. In the environmental domain, the infrastructure and institutional credibility di-

mensions were powerful indicators of DE quality as perceived by the Asian learners, and 

each explained about 85–86% of the domain’s variance. 
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Several indices were calculated to assess the goodness-of-fit of the model constructed of 

three domains and 10 dimensions. As Bentler (1990) cautions, the chi-squares (χ2) statistic 

is highly sensitive to sample size to the extent that tests involving large samples, such as the 

one in this study, would generally lead to a rejection of the null hypothesis even if the fac-

tor model is appropriate. Thus, in this study, the root mean square error of approximation 

(RMSEA) was employed because it is less sensitive to sample size and takes into account the 

complexity of the model and the degrees of freedom. As suggested in Byrne (2001), the RM-

SEA cutoff was set at .08 or less. Additionally, comparative fit index (CFI) and incremental 

fit index (IFI) were adopted to assess the fitness of the model. Values of these indices close 

to 1 indicate a very good fit between the data and the model. RMSEA = .74, CFI = .848, and 

IFI = .848 were obtained, indicating an acceptable fit of the model to the observed data set.

At the quality criterion or item level, the results revealed that factor loadings varied from .11 

(Physical classrooms) to .91 (Providing course information). A low factor loading indicates 

that an item is perceived not or less important by the participants. 

• In the faculty support dimension, “Periodic training” and “Policy and procedures for 

faculty/tutor/staff selection” appeared to be the two most influential items. 

• In the student support dimension, “Social support” and “Psychological support” were 

the two most important items. 

• In the dimension of information and publicity, “Providing course information” was 

strong. 

• In the dimension of course development, “Well-structured course materials” was 

strong. “Inclusion of video-recorded lectures” was the least influential item, explaining 

only 38% of the variance. 

• In the interactive tasks dimension, “Inclusion of problem/case-based learning activi-

ties in courses” appeared to be influential. 

• In the teaching and learning dimension, “Flexibility in learning methods” appeared to 

be influential. Items such as “Face-to-face tutorials,” “Informal face-to-face meetings 

with instructors/tutors,” “Informal face-to-face meetings with other students,” and 

“Access to physical library resources” were not as strong in assessing the quality of the 

dimension, explaining only 26–30% of the variance. 

• In the evaluation and assessment dimension, “Fair rubrics for learning assessment” 

and “Periodic student evaluation of teaching and learning” showed strong influence.

• In the infrastructure dimension, “Reliable media/technology infrastructure” appeared 

to be the most influential item. The item “Physical classrooms” did not appear to be 

important in assessing the quality of the infrastructure aspect of DE, explaining only 

around 1% of the variance. 
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• In the internal QA mechanism dimension, “Existence of quality standards specifically 

for DE” appeared to be highly influential. 

• Finally, in the institutional credibility dimension, “Strong leadership” was the most im-

portant item, while “External accreditation at the national level” was the second most 

influential item. 

Table 2

Factor Loadings for the Items of DE Quality

Quality Criteria

Factor 

load-

ing

Dimension 1: Faculty Support

1 Continuous assistance for faculty 0.83 

2 Periodic training for faculty 0.87 

3 Policy and procedures for faculty selection 0.88 

4 Faculty welfare (e.g., financial aid and health care for faculty) 0.77 

Dimension 2: Student Support

 5 Distance learning skills training for students (e.g., how to succeed in DE, how to man-

age time)

0.74 

 6 Media/technology support for students (e.g., operating 24/7 help desk) 0.74 

 7 Social support for students (e.g., encouragement, interpersonal communication with faculty 

and tutors)

0.79 

 8 Psychological support for students (e.g., counseling services) 0.78 

 9 Administrative support for students (e.g., enrollment and admission services) 0.75 

10 Guidelines for funding and financial management 0.73 

11 Learner welfare (e.g., financial aid and health care for students) 0.69 

12 An established appeal mechanism 0.75 

13 Flexible payment method 0.66 

Dimension 3: Information and Publicity

14 Providing course information (course objectives, assignments, timelines, study require-

ments, resources, learning outcomes, etc., for each course)

0.91 

15 Providing program/course administration information (admission requirements, tuition fees, 

technical and assessment requirements, student support services, etc.)

0.86 

16 Clear indication of requirements for assignments (due dates, evaluation criteria, etc.) 0.87 

Dimension 4: Course Development

17 Clear guidelines for course development 0.81 

18 Inclusion of multimedia components in courses 0.77 

19 Well-structured course materials 0.86 

20 Inclusion of video-recorded lectures 0.62 

21 Course content adaptability to students’ needs 0.81 

22 Course content adaptability to students’ levels 0.78 
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Dimension 5: Interactive Tasks

23 Inclusion of collaborative learning activities in courses 0.76 

24 Inclusion of individualized learning activities in courses 0.78 

25 Inclusion of problem/case-based learning activities in courses 0.83 

Dimension 6: Teaching and Learning

26 Student interaction with instructors/tutors 0.74 

27 Student interaction with other students 0.67 

28 Asynchronous online interaction (discussion boards, email, etc.) 0.69 

29 Synchronous interaction (video conferencing, chat, fixed line telephone/mobile/skype calls, 

etc.)

0.64 

30 Flexibility in learning methods 0.79 

31 Flexibility in learning pace 0.75 

32 Face-to-face tutorials 0.51 

33 Online tutorials 0.67 

34 Access to online library resources 0.70 

35 Access to physical library resources 0.55 

36 Informal face-to-face meetings with instructors/tutors 0.51 

37 Informal face-to-face meetings with other students 0.54 

Dimension 7: Evaluation and Assessment

38 Timely feedback to student assignments and questions 0.81 

39 Fair rubrics for learning assessment 0.85 

40 Periodic student evaluation of teaching and learning 0.85 

41 Periodic institutional review of lecturers’/tutors’ performance 0.82 

42 Feedback from graduates 0.72 

43 Feedback from employers 0.60 

Dimension 8: Infrastructure

44 Reliable media/technology infrastructure 0.85 

45 Reliable learning management system 0.82 

46 Physical classrooms 0.11 

47 Media/technology production facilities 0.65 

48 Security of student data system 0.71 

Dimension 9: Internal QA Mechanism

49 Existence of quality standards specifically for distance education 0.81 

50 Periodic internal evaluation by a distance education institution 0.79 

51 Periodic evaluation by external experts 0.69 

52 Clear guidelines for quality assurance 0.78 

Dimension 10: Institutional Credibility

53 External accreditation at the national level 0.80 

54 International accreditation 0.75 

55 Strong leadership 0.81 

56 Clear lines of authority in decision making 0.79 

57 Qualified faculty/staff 0.74 
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Gender in Perception of DE Quality 
Independent-sample t-tests revealed that there were mean differences between the female 

and male participants in rating the domains and dimensions of DE quality. Tables 3 and 

4 show that the female students perceived all three domains and 10 dimensions as being 

more important in assessing the quality of DE than did the male students. 

Table 3 

Gender Differences in Perception of DE Quality at Domain Level

Female Male

Quality domain SD   n   M   SD    n df t p

Supportive 3.92 0.83 585 3.74 1.00 1044 1627 3.80 .000

Pedagogical 3.87 0.77 586 3.65 0.91 1053 1637 4.86 .000

Environmental 3.94 0.79 588 3.78 0.96 1061 1647 3.60 .000

Table 4 

Gender Differences in Perception of DE Quality at Dimension Level

Female Male

Quality dimension M SD n M SD n df    t

Infrastructure 3.89 0.84 588 3.75 0.99 1061 1385.68 3.10 **

Internal QA 3.90 0.96 586 3.73 1.09 1049 1334.38 3.24 **

Credibility 4.02 0.92 587 3.84 1.10 1049 1396.63 3.45 ***

Course Development 4.06 0.84 584 3.84 1.07 1050 1453.27 4.56 ***

Interactive Tasks 3.77 0.99 577 3.59 1.11 1035 1308.74 3.51 ***

Teaching & Learning 3.80 0.84 580 3.58 0.97 1041 1342.82 4.81 ***

Information & Publicity 4.14 1.01 573 3.96 1.23 1023 1381.68 3.08 **

Student Support 3.81 0.92 584 3.61 1.06 1041 1349.29 4.07 ***

Faculty Support 4.02 1.01 578 3.88 1.23 1032 1399.71 2.50 *

Evaluation & Assess-

ment
3.98 0.93 582 3.78 1.12 1037 1392.99 3.81 ***

* p < .05, ** p < .01,  ***p < .001

A chi-square test was conducted to see if any gender differences exist in the types of prob-

lems experienced or barriers while studying at a distance. For further comparison, an 

analysis of standardized residuals designed to overcome the problem of different variances 

among the raw residuals was conducted. In this analytical method, the actual frequencies 

of each item were compared to the expected frequencies. Table 5 shows that there were 
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significant gender differences (χ2(9, n = 1632) = 35.870, p = .000). The analysis of the 

standardized residuals revealed that “Financial difficulties” was a more serious problem for 

male students, while “Conflict with family obligation” was more serious for female students. 

Some open-ended responses regarding concerns among the male and female students also 

confirmed this result and disclosed that for the male students the social and economic value 

(e.g., employment, promotion, increased salary, and recognition in society) of the degree 

earned through DE was another important concern. 

Table 5

Gender Differences in Barriers to Distance Learning

Female Male Total

Financial difficulties a) 40 124 164

Living far from study centers 48 60 108

Lack of study time 105 158 263

Conflict with other responsibilities at work 164 253 417

Conflict with family obligations a) 47 52 99

Inadequate technology environment 24 70 94

Lack of self-motivation to study 70 126 196

Lack of prior knowledge on subjects 37 74 111

Lack of distance learning skills 23 53 76

Other 24 80 104

Total 582 1050 1632

Note. a) Standardized residuals were significant at 5% level.

A chi-square test revealed significant gender differences in important support providers of 

distance learning, χ2(6, n = 1600) = 12.968, p = .044 (Table 6). The analysis of standardized 

residuals revealed that family members were more important support providers for the 

female students than for the male students, while academic staff and fellow students were 

equally important for both genders. 

Table 6

Gender Differences in Support Providers

Female Male Total

Academic staff 210 379 589

Administrative staff of my institution 16 43 59

Fellow students 106 187 293

Close friends 46 87 133
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Family members a) 146 205 351

My employer 11 36 47

Other 37 91 128

Total 572 1028 1600

Note. a) Standardized residuals were significant at 5% level.

A chi-square test revealed that there were significant gender differences in supports re-

ceived during distance learning, χ2(5, n = 1586) = 18.949, p = .002 (Table 7). The analysis 

of standardized residuals revealed that the male students received more academic support 

while the female students received more support socially, psychologically, and logistically. 

Table 7

Gender Differences in Types of Support Received

Female Male Total

Academic support a) 208 557 837

Social/psychological sup-

port a)

158 209 367

Financial support 48 112 160

Logistical support a) 29 39 59

Technical support 32 75 107

Others 20 36 56

Total 567 1019 1586

Note. a) Standardized residuals were significant at 5% 

level.

Discussion

As de Guzman and Torres (2004) point out, any higher education institution should look 

at its quality issues from a total quality or systems perspective. Similarly, Ingvarson and 

Gaffney (2008) argue for the importance of considering and connecting all important com-

ponents in the educational environment to aid in providing quality learning opportunities 

for learners. In this study, a conceptual model categorizing 10 dimensions in three domains 

is suggested to cover a total quality environment for the distance learner. 

It is confirmed that the proposed conceptual model is appropriate in explaining Asian dis-

tance learners’ perception of quality in DE. All three domains and 10 dimensions proposed 

in the model appear to be important in explaining the quality of DE, and gender, amongst 

other learner variables, affects learner perception of DE quality. This finding suggests that 

the conceptual model proposed in Figure 1, along with the quality items presented in Table 

2, contributes to an understanding of Asian learners’ perception of quality in DE and thus 
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can be used to review, revise, and elaborate the existing QA frameworks of DE providers in 

Asia from the learners’ perspective. 

In the supportive domain, the student support and information and publicity dimensions 

were quite influential in assessing the quality of the support aspect of DE in the eyes of 

the Asian learners. In particular, the distance learners perceived a DE institution or pro-

gram that provides social and psychological supports and clear course information to be of 

high quality. This finding suggests that DE providers need to explore cost-effective ways of 

providing demand-driven and learner-centered supports that include detailed information 

regarding admission, course registration, finances, previous students’ opinions, opportuni-

ties provided by the program, and employment prospects (Ryan, 2004; Tao, 2008). A one-

stop online portal could be a cost-effective referral center to provide technical, administra-

tive, and academic services to DE learners, as suggested by Ryan (2004).  

In the pedagogical domain, evaluation and assessment was the most powerful dimension 

in explaining DE quality. The learners saw fair and clear learning assessment guidelines 

and periodic students’ evaluation of teaching and learning as particularly important. This 

finding is consistent with previous studies, which highlight the importance of evaluation 

and assessment in assuring the quality of e-learning (Frydenberg, 2002; Lodzinski & Paw-

lowski, 2006) in the Western context, as well as with QA guidelines suggested by QA agen-

cies in Asia (Jung et al., 2011), but contradictory to the finding from the study conducted 

with Korean online learners (Jung, 2011). While further research is needed to resolve this 

result, it suggests that Asian DE providers must pay attention to the development of de-

tailed measures to assess the quality of their learning evaluation system and to use student 

evaluations for continuous quality improvement. 

The dimension of course development was also influential in assessing the quality of the 

academic aspect of DE. “Well-structured course materials,” “Clear guidelines for course 

development,” and “Course content adaptability to students needs” appeared to be impor-

tant in explaining the course development dimension, meaning that Asian learners per-

ceive a DE program that provides well-structured course materials that follow clear de-

velopment procedures and are considerate of learners’ needs to be of high quality. This 

finding confirms the arguments made by Phipps and Merisotis (2000) that quality online 

courses should be designed with a consistent structure and be adaptable to learners of vary-

ing learning needs and styles as well as the arguments made by Parscal and Riemer (2010) 

that course development guided by pedagogical principles is essential for a quality DE. 

However, while previous studies (Ho, 2005; Özkul & Aoki, 2006) report Asian learners’ 

preference for videoconference lectures or streaming video lectures, the Asian learners in 

this study did not agree that the “Inclusion of video-recorded lectures” was significant in as-

sessing the quality of DE. This indicates that, even though the high-context Asian cultures 

generally value inferences through tone of voice, facial expression, body language, and the 

status of speakers (Latchem & Jung, 2009), today’s Asian learners value DE programs that 

offer greater flexibility and well-structured content that is adaptable to their needs rather 

than those that simply post video-recorded lectures on the Internet. Asian DE providers 
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need to make an effort to develop well-structured course materials and at the same time 

allow students to choose course content and/or activities that are adaptable to their needs 

and learning conditions.  

Pedagogical aspects such as teaching and learning and interactive tasks were found to be 

slightly less important compared with course development and evaluation and assessment 

but still powerful in measuring the quality of DE. As evidenced in several previous studies 

(Jung, 2011; Selim, 2007; Sun, Tsai, Finger, Chen, & Yeh, 2008), this finding also sug-

gests that Asian DE providers should offer opportunities for learner-learner and learner-

instructor interaction and real-world problem-based activities via both asynchronous and 

synchronous technologies. Such approaches can present greater opportunities for some 

passive Asian learners to engage in active and higher order learning. Recent Web develop-

ment, including Web 2.0 technology, permits interaction and collaboration through we-

blogs, social networking sites, wikis, podcasts, and so on. All of these offer new educational 

possibilities, although they also raise issues of copyright, intellectual property, and the 

trustworthiness and authority of user-created content. 

In the environmental domain, infrastructure appeared to be most important in assess-

ing the quality of DE. Items such as “Reliable media/technology infrastructure,” “Reliable 

learning management system,” and “Security of student data system” registered strongly 

in explaining the infrastructure dimension. But “Physical classrooms” did not appear to 

be important at all in assessing the quality of DE. This finding highlights the importance 

for DE providers to ensure that dependable technology infrastructure is in place and to 

consider combining analogue and digital technologies as much of Asia is still constrained 

by limited infrastructure and skills, high costs, and slow Internet speeds (Baggaley, 2007). 

The internal QA mechanism and institutional credibility dimensions also appeared to be 

influential in assessing the quality of DE, which was supported in Jung (2011) in the context 

of South Korea. “Existence of quality standards specifically for DE” appeared to be highly 

influential in explaining the internal QA mechanism dimension, and “Strong leadership” 

and “External accreditation at the national level” were the two most important items in ex-

plaining the institutional credibility dimension. As mentioned by several DE educators and 

researchers, including D’Antoni and Mugridge (2004), there has been a constant struggle 

for parity of esteem in DE. This study shows that in the eyes of the Asian learners both 

institutionalization of an internal QA system under strong leadership and recognition by 

external accreditation agencies are instrumental to securing parity of esteem. Asian DE 

providers need to develop the necessary policies and procedures for both internal and ex-

ternal QA together with the external QA and accreditation agencies.

Gender differences in the perception of quality in DE suggest a need for considering these 

differences in developing, delivering, and supporting DE. The study revealed that the fe-

male students, compared with the male students, perceived all quality domains and dimen-

sions as being more important in evaluating DE quality. In addition, gender differences 

were found in the perceived barriers to and support for DE. These findings imply that even 

though DE has contributed to widening access to education and reducing the gender dis-



Asian Learners’ Perception of Quality in Distance Education and Gender Differences

Jung

Vol 13 | No 2   Research Articles April 2012 20

parity in education, there still exists a lack of gender-considerate supports in Asian DE. 

“Conflict with family obligation” appeared to be the most serious barrier that the female 

learners faced, and family members were more important support providers for the female 

students than for the male students. This finding confirms Taplin’s (2000) conclusion that 

personal or family problems, including difficulties with caring for young children and dif-

ficulties with getting course materials in time to complete assignments or examinations, 

were the major problems for female students who were considering dropping out of their 

DE programs. Perhaps this is why the Asian female students received more support so-

cially, psychologically, and logistically than they did academically.  

There is no doubt that DE has broadened opportunities for underprivileged or marginal-

ized people—women and girls in particular—to access education. In Asia, female enrolment 

in most mega and dedicated distance teaching universities is over 50% (e.g., 70% in the 

Korea National Open University and around 50% in the Open University System of China). 

However, in newly established e-learning institutions, female enrolment is lower, ranging 

from around 25% to 60% (e.g., 26% in the Virtual University of Pakistan and 58% in Ko-

rea’s Hanyang Cyber University), which may be explained by difficulties with technology 

access as noted in Bhushan (2008) or higher tuition costs in those e-learning institutions, 

which are mostly private. Green and Trevor-Deutsch (2002) observe that Asian women in 

DE face barriers when the course content is not directly relevant to their livelihood; when 

it does not value their knowledge, wisdom, and experience; when access to the content is 

too costly; and when they do not feel able to use the technology competently or confidently, 

which is supported by case studies that detailed how Asian female distance learners had 

overcome frustrations and succeeded in their learning (Kanwar & Taplin, 2001). For female 

learners, quality DE may mean a system that breaks down these barriers, that maximizes 

opportunity, and that is based on an understanding of their perceptions, concerns, and 

experiences, as Von Prümmer (2000) argues. The findings of the study suggest that Asian 

DE providers should consider these gender differences when designing their courses and 

support systems. For instance, social and psychological support that addresses issues of 

managing role conflicts and allocating focused time periods to accomplish learning tasks 

needs to be included in a support system for female learners. 

Conclusion

With the competitive expansion of DE in Asia, Asian DE institutions must prove the quality 

of their courses, teaching, learning, and management systems for national and interna-

tional accreditation. This increases their awareness of and responsiveness to the views and 

opinions of various stakeholders—not least of which are learners. 

The conceptual model proposed and validated in the present study may contribute to a bet-

ter understanding of Asian distance learners’ views on the quality of DE and offer a theo-

retical basis in examining distance learners’ perceptions in other regions. It can also serve 

as a framework for Asian DE providers and policy makers to integrate learners’ perceptions 

into existing QA systems in DE since their views highlight important quality areas that are 
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not always reflected in the providers’ QA guidelines. In addition, it can be used to identify 

weak areas in DE operations from the learner’s point of view and suggest effective strate-

gies for improving learner experience in DE. Further research is needed to investigate what 

specific strategies are effective in improving the quality of DE in general and the quality of 

learner experience specifically. 

The study also leads us to the conclusion that Asian DE providers should consider gen-

der differences when designing a learner support system. Some gender-considerate sup-

port strategies suggested in the study include offering flexible schedules that help distance 

learners, especially females, avoid time conflicts with other responsibilities in taking ex-

ams and attending face-to-face meetings, setting up virtual or face-to-face office hours to 

provide academic or learning content-related support to distance learners, offering both 

personalized counseling and tutoring services, especially to female students, and taking 

advantage of online technologies in providing such services, and providing information, 

especially to male students, on the values of degrees earned through DE based on policies 

and factual evidence.

One caveat of this study is that it combined all of the responses from the 11 Asian countries 

and one territory included and was not considerate of each country’s differences in terms 

of culture and DE systems. Therefore, the results of the study may not be applicable to 

each Asian country since great diversities with regard to learning culture, DE policies and 

development, technology infrastructure, support systems, and pedagogies exist through-

out Asia. Even though the conceptual model included the existence of variables other than 

gender that might affect the perception of Asian DE learning, this study did not consider 

other learner variables, such as individual learning styles, preferences, and motivations, 

that may play important roles in the way learners feel, interact, and learn in DE and will 

clearly influence their assessment of the quality of such experiences. The design of the DE 

environment can also affect learners’ views on DE quality. Further research into these vari-

ables is needed. 
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