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ABSTRACT

The evaluation of a program’s compliance with service delivery and features necessary for
the attainment of the programs educational objectives, student outcomes and continuous
improvement is an important element in program accreditation and continuous
improvement process. The study reported in this paper investigated the possible effects
of students’ feedback on the improvement of adult higher education distance learning
service quality in a South African rural-based university. The study interrogated the
service provision factors that seemingly helped in improving the delivery of the program.
Such information are vital for planning, good governance, policy formulation, monitoring
and evaluation, and for decision-making. The study used a quantitative descriptive
statistics analysis of data generated ranging from 2013-2014. It comprised of overall
student satisfaction as the dependent variable and the explanatory variables were given
by program management, facilitation, assessment, learner support, systems, resources,
program outcomes and subject matter. Analytical results were obtained from the Mann
Whitney Test. The population consisted of students enrolled in the Advanced Certificate in
Education (ACE) program by distance mode. The 313 respondents sampled were
randomly selected from a total population of 916 students. Data were collected using a
semi-structured questionnaire. The results revealed that service qualities linked to
effective management, facilitation, academic support and subject matter delivery were
the main qualities that the students recommended for the improvement of the program.
It is therefore recommended that adult higher education programs must have a
documented systematically utilized and effective process involving program service
delivery constituencies like assessment, academic support and resources provided, for the
periodic review of the program educational objectives to ensure that the program
remains consistent with the institutional mission, needs and criteria.

Keywords: Distance education, higher education, improvement, measurement, service
delivery, service quality, students’ feedback.

INTRODUCTION

The rapid migration from the traditional mode of providing higher education by distance
learning or the adoption of hybrid approaches is posing a significant challenge to the
planners, managers and facilitators of academic programs by distance mode, especially in
the developing world. From the modest beginnings of the work in 1840 by the English
educator, Sir Isaac Pitman (2014) and that by Anna Ticknow who in 1873 established a
society that offered educational opportunities to women of all classes to study at their
homes in Nasseh (United States of America), distance learning has been evolving (Clark,
2007). The modern practitioners and planners of distance learning would now have to
keep abreast with mobile learning, the connectivist massive open online courses
(abbreviated for convenience as MOOCs and which was popularized from 2008), open
textbooks, online course structures and delivery models and the social media amongst a
whole range of tools. Designers must also pay more attention to platforms and structures
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for distance learning (Bentley, 2006; Buczynski, 2006; Shepperd et al., 2008; Zimmerman
and Milligan, 2008; Zimmerman, 2008; Johnson and Rochkind, 2009; Cormier and
Siemens, 2010; Nicholas and Lewis, 2010; Vollmer, 2010; Anderson and Dron, 2011;
Hilton and Wiley, 2011; Hill, 2012; Toenniges, 2012; Brooks, 2012; Siemens, 2012, and
Rodriguez, 2014; Feldstein et al, 2014; Omorogiuwa, 2014). The basic reality of the
digital age is that distance learning can no longer depend on its traditional modes of
doing business because of the overwhelming advancements being made in the application
of the modern technologies of information even in the remotest parts of the world (Harsh
and Sadiq Sohall, 2002).

The increasing exponential development of and dynamic use of modern information and
communication technologies should suggest to scholars and practitioners in distance
learning that paying attention only to the physical frameworks of ICT could backfire.
Practitioners must pay equally dominant attention to students’ feedback as a way of
making service delivery more effective (Bentley, Selassie and Shegunshi, 2012; Lapointe
and Reisetter, 2008; Landry et al., 2008, Williams and Williams, 2010; Coffey and Gibbs,
2000 and 2001; Ballantyne et al. 2000; and Jara and Metler, 2010). The extant literature
has indicated that students’ feedback, whether on the processes of assessment of
instruction or of the quality of academic service delivery, is embedded firmly in all
educational processes as a productive venture (Laurillard, 1993, Ramsden, 2003, Price et
al, 2011). Therefore, the growing number of studies and body of literature on the subject
on how best to provide quality services to clients in adult distance learning programs
should not be undervalued. The study being reported here is based on the experiences
from one of such programs by a rural based university campus in South Africa.

PROBLEM STATEMENT

The Advanced Certificate in Education (hereinafter, ACE) that formed the basis for this
research is specially designed for the professional upgrade of practicing educators
otherwise known as teachers. Some years after initial teacher training, the skills and
knowledge acquired were discovered to be insufficient to meet the requirements of the
present day (Aluko, 2009). For this reason, the South African Government decided that
teachers’ skills and knowledge gap should be filled through the provision of professional
teacher development programs by distance learning mode in the different provinces. The
program studied was that initiated by a rural based South African University Campus in
response to the observed skills and knowledge gap. The researcher believed that
exploring students’ feedback after over six years of the implementation of the program
could be valuable. The findings emanating from this study could help in making research-
based suggestions for improving the quality of the ACE program.

In this study, the problems that one would want to understand centered on the
components of the offering of the ACE program that need serious modifications in order
to ensure that efficiency and effectiveness is built into the process. Lack of effective
learning services greatly affects the possibility of a program to achieve its intended
outcomes. This more so in South, where the quality of services in most government and
private institutions and especially the education sector has however often been below
standard. Massive increases in expenditure on services have not always brought the
results wanted or what is expected of the outputs of the programs (RSA, 2009). By
implication, if the learning services of the ACE program are below standard, it is unlikely
that the program can meet its educational objectives and students outcomes. While
building on work already done in the ACE program, there is need to focus more on
outcomes as time, money and management is invested.

In particular, there is need to understand the program delivery components which might
affect the possibilities of the program meeting its objective, and which when improved,
should attract the adult learners to persist through the program. By so doing, one can
establish which components need to be dropped in order to satisfy their academic needs.
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As adult learning in the contexts of the rapidly developing modern information and
communications technologies tend to define and re-define itself, one could suggest that it
is prudent to pay close attention to adult learners’ experiences and emotions and how
participants in this program perceive the effectiveness of the delivery of higher education
academic services by distance learning mode. As more and more adult learners seek to
gain knowledge through formal and informal training delivered through self-paced
distance learning, barriers to successful learning continue to crop up and have to be dealt
with. In terms of the learning services, Johnson (2011) holds strongly that because
computer-based learning involves learning both a system of content delivery and the
content itself, many adult learners are stymied and frustrated by the learning system due
to lack of prior experience with technology and assistance from course instructors. Paying
close attention to learners’ experiences and emotions should be important because,
sociologically put, humans are always emotional (Scheff, 1997). As posited by Varlender
(2008, 145-156) quoting Bloch (2002), ‘human emotionality is an ongoing stream that
pervades every aspect of our social lives’. It is now commonly understood that an
emotion should consist of ‘a subject feeling component of feelings, a physiological
component of arousal and a motor component of expressive gesture’ (Barbalet, 2002,
86). Such feelings, arousal, and expressive gestures normally inform adult learners’
decisions to stay on or quit an academic program.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Students’ feedback in this discourse has been conceptualized as the systematically
collected information leaners give about the management of an adult higher education
program by distance learning mode. The pursuit of high quality students’ feedback should
be based on the premise that an academic service without measured feedback could be
unproductive both to the service provider and, even more importantly, the student
(Ainley, 1999; Laurillard, 2002, 55; Richardson, 2005, 409; Christudason, 2006, 41-58;
Beaumount, O’ Doherty and Shannon, 2011, 671-687). Students’ feedback could in many
ways be productive for the improvement of academic programs delivery. It is important
for designers of adult higher education programs offered by distance learning mode to
utilize feedback from adult students that will help them understand their needs,
motivation, expectations, and experiences. Creating information that taps into the
strength of an adult experience and ensuring that clearly defined goals and expectations
are laid out beforehand helps ensures higher participation and follow through in online
courses (Johnson, 2011). Adult students enjoy taking responsibility for their own
learning, and when properly guided and prepared for the learning experience, they are
quite capable of achieving a high level of competence.

It is commonly agreed that students would feel part of evaluative studies if they know
and see that their opinions lead to concrete and positive modifications of the academic
program delivery and that their opinion is taken seriously (Spencer & Schmelkin, 2002). If
not, they will not feel obliged to be part of any of such studies. The quality of an academic
program can be significantly enhanced by a judicious and thoughtful attempt to
understand how the consumers of the service perceive it. In particular, one would want to
know which components would need amendment or which ones need to be improved in
order to have value for the money expended.

Concerns over the value of students’ feedback in the improvement of academic program
delivery have been expressed over the years, and research findings arising therefrom
were factored into designs that informed this study (Christudason, 2010). The concerns
that have dominated the literature ranged from the purpose of collecting students’
feedback through the design of the instruments used in obtaining the feedback to the
validity of the feedback itself (Richardson, 2005; Marsh and Dunkin, 1997; Marsh and
Bailey, 1993; and Arubayi, 1987). Scholars in the literature agreed that students’
feedback serves a developmental purpose for academic program designers just as it plays
benchmarking roles in terms of determining whether or not standards are being achieved
(Richardson, 2005).
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Over the years, these discussions and findings on the subject of academic service quality
based on students’ feedback have been examined and re-examined in the bid to ensure
that the right procedures and standards are being followed. There is also the need to
ensure that outcomes arising therefrom are systematically implemented so as to improve
practice. This is one main reason this present study should be valuable in expanding the
pool of knowledge in the area.

The measurement and evaluation of any learning effort and that of the delivery of the
learning program itself is critical to the achievement of efficiency, effectiveness and, more
importantly, securing customer confidence (Gurau and Drillon, 2009; Hattie and Timperly,
2007; Lapointer and Reisetter, 2008; Bentley et al.,, 2012). It is towards ensuring the
achievement of this goal that different tools have been validated for use (Medved, 2010).
In the context of this paper, students’ feedback, conceptualized as the garnering of
program assessment information from professional teachers enrolled in an adult higher
education by distance mode, has been identified as one of the most effective means of
improving academic program delivery by distance.

Adult students enrolled in distance learning programs often and rightly demand for
service quality (Maila and Pitsoe, 2012). Service quality in this study was understood as
perceived quality generally defined as the customer’s given or self-judgment about the
particular program’s overall effectiveness (Zammuto et al., 1996 and Hassan et al., 2008).

The review of literature indicates that SERVQUAL (used here to refer to service quality)
and TFQ (used here to describe the technical functionality of academic service delivery)
have remained the two most dominant models in the discourse of service quality in
education. The SERVQUAL model of service quality, according to Hassan et al. (2008),
highlights ten major dimensions of quality clustered into five categories: assurance,
empathy, reliability, responsiveness and tangibility. Whereas the TFQ model features
three dominant dimensions of evaluation: the technicality of the outcome the functional
quality of the encounter between the teacher and learner and the corporate image of the
learning institution in this case (Author, 2011).

Research on students’ feedback in the improvement of continuing professional
development of teachers by distance learning mode have frequently argued for the
acceptance and use of the SERVQUAL and TFQ models in coming up with what has been
constructed as EDQUAL (that is, education quality). Scholars in the literature have opined
that EDQUAL be used in describing the character of an input, the process of delivery, and
the output or outcomes of any learning program if it satisfies both internal and external
stakeholders (Cheng, 2003; Peng and Samah, 2006).

Equally important to the identification of students’ feedback in the improvement of the
quality of service delivery is understanding the intangible structures, processes and
systems that come into play in higher education participation by distance learning mode.
For example, distance learners, most of who are young or middle age adults, are
frequently expected to engage in self-regulated learning, especially complex problem-
solving. That is largely expected essentially because adult learners are lifelong learners
who need to develop the important skills of self-regulated learning.

Ifenthaler (2012) has quoted Azevedo (2008, 2009), Schraw (2007) and Zimmerman
(2008) as having defined self-regulated learning as the complex process in which learners
are assumed to be metacognitively, motivationally and behaviorally active in their own
learning as they gather information and process same to their own advantage as they try
to solve problems. It is now known that as they activate existing knowledge or organize
new information, they eventually set specific educational goals. Thereafter, they plan
their own activities, monitor their performance as they solve problems, and evaluate the
efficiencies of their own actions (Seel, Ifethaler and Pirnay-Dummer, 2009 and Writh and
Leutner, 2008). If learning materials, teaching styles, and techniques, and delivery of
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information are not well packaged, the results could be unrewarding. In such cases, the
feedback expected could of little or no value. Yet feedback remains one of the major
sources of improving the quality of course delivery and the provision of direct feedback to
the teaching staff and other stakeholders (Keane and Labhraim, 2005). It is also known
that academic service delivery over the span of two years is more likely to lead to
improved quality if agreed standards are built into the practice of measurements
(Bramley and Pollitt, 1998; Bramley and Gill, 2010).

PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH

Based on the importance of students feedback in program delivery improvement in adult
higher education as established in the conceptual framework, the main purpose of this
paper is to establish how students’ feedback on the service delivery components of the
ACE program can be used to improve on the efficiency and effectiveness of the different
service delivery components of the program. The main interest in this paper is to
interrogate how the service delivery components such as styles of facilitation,
assessment, learners’ support systems, adequacy of resources, outcomes, subject matter
can be improved based on students feedback in order to ensure enhanced customers
satisfaction.

THE MAIN RESEARCH QUESTION AND HYPOTHESIS

The main research question answered in this paper is how students’ feedback assists in
the process of improving on the efficiency and effectiveness of different service delivery
components of the academic program studied. The researcher hypothesized that
modifications and applications of program management, styles of facilitation,
assessment, learners’ support systems, adequacy of resources, outcomes, subject matter
and closely monitored management techniques could be of great value in improving on
the delivery of adult higher education by distance learning mode.

It was assumed that distance students who perceive generic improvement in styles of
delivery will perceive the program as having been enhanced. On the other hand, it was
assumed that adult students enrolled in higher education by distance learning mode who
did not experience such improvements might not perceive the academic program as
valuable in terms of styles of delivery. The advantage offered relies on the fact that
presenting students with an opportunity to assess the quality of service delivery over a
period of two years should normally be associated with the gains that come with
comparative judgement (Thurstone, 1927, Pollitt, 2012; Kimbell, 2012).

It was assumed that findings presented in this paper may have a positive effect on
specifying program delivery components that should be considered by planners and
managers as they strive to improve the quality of academic programs provided to adult
students enrolled in higher education for the professional development of teachers by
distance mode.

RESEARCH METHOD

Design

The study used a quantitative descriptive statistics analysis of data generated. Data
ranged from (specific years e.g. 2013-2014). Seven groups of factors that relate to the
quality of the educational services provided by the rural based university were measured.
Dominant among the seven factors were general management of the educational
program, facilitation, subject matter, assessment, academic support, resources and
outcomes. In other words, the study covered both process quality attributes and
outcomes quality attributes.
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The regression equation was comprised of the following:
Overall Student Saftisfaction

= f(programme management, facilitation, assessment, learners support systems,
resources, programme outcomes, subject matter) + =

In statistical form
0SS, = By + B,PM, + B,F, + B3A, + B,L5S, + BR, + B PO, + 5,5M, + =

where

0SS = overall student satisfaction
PM = program management

F = facilitation

A = assessment

LSS = learner support systems

R = resources

PO = program outcomes

SM = subject matter

By = Intercept

By e f7 = parameters

Based on the level of significance which usually by default is given by 0.05%, significance
of the results is determined by the probability values. Reject null hypothesis when p-
value is less than 0.05% and alternatively accept when p-value is more than 0.05%.

The study reported in this paper was based primarily on the socio-constructivist
perspectives influencing students’ feedback. Relevant to this process, therefore, are the
works of Rust, O’'Donovan and Price (2005), Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2006), Higgins,
Hartley and Skelton (2001) and Leas and Street (1998). Some of the major assumptions
arising from those works include the following:

> Facilitators and students should be active participants in an interactive
feedback process that could help learners in constructing relevant meanings
derived from their personal experience and beliefs that inform their own goals
set for their learning and actions in a process that is reflexive (Nicol and
Macfarlane-Dick, 2006).

» Students’ feedback is actually a complex process that incorporates emotion,
identity, power, authority, subjectivity and discourse and not just a question of
linear communication (Higgins, Hartley and Skelton 2001, 272).

Population and Sample

The participants were part-time contact students who are taught at the weekends over a
specified duration of time. In other words, they are distance learning students, and their
perceptions about service quality may differ from those held by mainstream students.
This was why it was not necessary to ask them to rate their overall university experience
as other studies have done.

A total of 916 part-time students constituted the population. These students were adult
learners with a number of social and economic responsibilities. Most of them were over
the age of 40, which, in itself could be a challenge. From the population of 916 students, a
sample of 313 students was randomly taken guaranteeing that each student had an
opportunity of being selected to participate in this study by applying the Krejcie and
Morgan (1971) table derived from the US National Education Association (1964) formula.
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Instrumentation

The students’ satisfaction instrument used in this study was designed to measure
satisfaction with specific reference to the value of the content provided in enhancing their
performance as teachers, learning materials delivery, planning and administration of the
program, facilitation, criteria used in grading the students’ assignments, advice and
support and library resources.

The researcher reviewed related literature and came up with a questionnaire titled
Students’ Program Feedback Questionnaire (abbreviated as SPFQ). The questionnaire had
three sections. Section One with five items was about the background of the respondents.
Section 2 contained 25 items measuring the level of students’ satisfaction with the
services received and which particular components in the provision that needed
improvement with a view to enhancing the quality of the academic program. The
response options for each of the questionnaire items was constructed on a six-point
Likert scale that ranged from excellent, through average, poor, bad to not applicable as
deemed fit by the respondent.

Section 3 provided for free response using open-ended questions in which the
respondents were asked to specify the positive and negative aspects of the program
based on their experiences. The questionnaire titled SPFQ sought information on the
value of the content provided such that it enhanced respondents’ performance as learners
and as teachers. Particular attention was paid to the components of learning materials
delivery, planning and administration of the program, facilitation, criteria used in grading
the students’ assignments, advice and support and library resources.

Validation

The construct validity test in which three independent assessors participated resulted in
the selection of the 25 items in Section 2. To arrive at this decision, the first draft of the
questionnaire was administered to three independent expert assessors from three
different universities that did not form part of the final study. Expert assessments in this
context and in agreement with Falchikov and Goldfinch (2000) are generally assumed to
be capable of providing objective reference that should help in improving on academic
program delivery.

They had good knowledge of the management of the off-campus program, and their
selection was based on the researcher’s interaction with their supervisors. After the first
administration, the 30 items originally designed to test for sufficient coverage of the
content of satisfaction targeting program improvement was reduced to 28 items, and
after the second administration another three items were eliminated. Consequently, the
questionnaire that was used contained 25 items.

Reliability

Contexts, content, time, intent, slippage and rhetoric in feedback questionnaires, in
general, may affect the validity and reliability of data generated on students’ feedback
(Johnson and Sorenson, 2003; Christudason, 2010, 44). Furthermore, the anonymity of
the learners’ response is another important concern (Tan, 2004). That was why steps
were taken to ensure that the instrument used was reliable to a large extent. The
reliability co-efficient value of the questionnaire, using the test-re-test method was .95 at
the 0.05 level of significance, and the instrument was therefore assumed to be
sufficiently reliable.

Interpretative Norm

The overall composite impressions about academic program service quality in this context
were derived from the process of aggregating derived variables. It was assumed that a
high score (greater than or equal to 5%) should be deemed as implying an overall
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positive impression while a low score (less than or equal to 5%) implied an overall
negative impression. This actually means that any p-value more than or equal to 5%
implies that the clients were equally satisfied with the quality of services rendered as per
the particular item in reference. On the other hand, any p-value less than or equal to 5%
means that the clients were equally dissatisfied with the quality of service rendered as
per the specific item in reference. That was the interpretative norm used throughout the
analysis in this particular report.

Data Collection
Below is the spread of questionnaires that were completed and returned by respondents
in all centres.

Table 1. Frequency Distribution of Responses Received

Centres No. of Students %
Centre 1 35 11.2
Centre 2 64 20.4
Centre 3 101 32.3
Centre 4 28 8.9
Centre 5 63 20.1
Centre 6 22 7
Total 313 100

It would be observed in Table I above that the Centre 3 returned more responses with
32.3 % than the other centers. It was followed by the Centre 2 with 20.4%. Centre 6 that
returned 22 questionnaires came last, and the reason was that the respondents at that
Centre were probably not fully prepared for the exercise.

Ethical Considerations

It is ethically right for adult students to choose not to respond to items in a questionnaire
as was observed in this study. It has been suggested by scholars in the literature that
respondents should not be pressured into responding. It was for that same reason that
permission was sought and obtained from the management of the institution where this
study was conducted. The validity of data generated from this study was further
enhanced by ensuring that ethical standards were adhered by allowing respondents to
withdraw from the study at any stage and at any time.

Academic Program Delivery Improvement Actions Embarked Upon

Actual data presentation is preceded by the discussion of the academic program delivery
improvement actions that the researcher undertook as this would help in clarifying the
results that emanated from the study.

Results emanating from a first survey of the ACE academic program designed as a higher
education service to enhance quality teaching among teachers (commonly known as
educators in this context) suggested that certain aspects of the service delivery needed
improvements. In particular, it was discovered in the first survey that the components of
assessment, styles of facilitation and program management techniques needed
modifications (Author, 2011, 1429-1446).

Based on that realization, improvement actions embarked upon included:
» A two-day induction program for facilitators that included topics like the

modern techniques of facilitating adult learning in higher education relying on
research information.
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> A two-day workshop on objective assessment in higher education and adult
learning in which due reverence was given to assessment feedback, including
providing clear indication of where the learners might have made mistakes in
answering questions, the need to reflect the cognitive, affective and psycho-
motor domains of learning, giving prompt feedbacks to students and
communicating clear information on how best to respond to set questions in
assignments and examinations as per the modules covered.

> A three-month workshop on effective program delivery and management for
center managers and program coordinators paying close attention to the design
of modules, prompt packaging and delivery, management of assets, tests,
supervision of instructions and communication styles.

ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

Based on the ideas drawn from the extant literature and the improvement activities the
researcher as the program director and the progarm coordinator undertook, it was
hypothesized that modifications and applications of program management styles of
facilitation, assessment, learners support systems, adequacy of resources, program
outcomes and subject matter content should improve on the service quality of the adult
higher education program by distance learning mode. To test this hypothesis, the
researcher had to apply the Mann Whitney test.

The Mann Whitney test was used because the variances of the two samples (2013 and
2014) were not homogeneous. This was obvious because the samples were largely
different. The sample sizes for 2014 were lower than 2013. Since this was the case, the
researcher used the non -parametric version of independent sample t-test, which is the
Mann Whitney.

Table 2. The Mann Whitney Values Test

Years N Mean Rank Sum of Ranks P value
Program Year 2013 208 121.91 25358.00 .963
Management Year 2014 35 122,51 4288.00
Total 243
Facilitation Year 2013 253 14491 36662.50 .187
Year 2014 41 163.48 6702.50
Total 294
Assessment Year 2013 213 115.01 24498.00 .003
Year 2014 25 157.72 3943.00
Total 238
Learners Support  Year 2013 224 123.02 27557.50 .030
Systems Year 2014 28 154.30 4320.50
Total 252
Resources Year 2013 219 122.42 26809.00
Year 2014 34 156.53 5322.00 .010
Total 253
Program Outcomes Year 2013 251 145.02 36400.00 .578
Year 2014 36 136.89 4928.00
Total 287
Subject matter Year 2013 255 149.37 38090.00
Year 2014 42 146.74 6163.00 .837
Total 297
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In Table 2 above, the mean ranks relating to the improvement made to the component of
facilitation was 144.91 in 2013 but that had moved up to 163.48 in 2014. This is a
remarkable evidence of improvement made. The same improvement was observed in the
components of assessment, academic support, resources provided. However,
improvements were not seen in the components of programs and subject matter content.
The null hypothesis of no improvement in the explanatory variables at 0.05 is rejected as
shown by the improvements that were observed in assessment, academic support and
resources provided.

The data available in Table 2 above have more than demonstrated that the mean ranks
emanating from the administration in 2014 were better than those in 2013 in terms of
facilitation, assessment, learners’ support systems and adequacy of resources. This
demonstrates that improvements made to the management of the academic program in
the areas of facilitation, assessment, learners support system in terms of counseling and
exposure to library and computer skills development among the students, as well as
providing learning materials well ahead of the commencement of the facilitation sessions,
are very valuable in improving on the quality of program delivery and should lead to
students’ satisfaction with the services rendered. The reason why we observed no show
for the components of program outcomes and subject matter content could be that the
modules used are set, agreed and managed nationally in South Africa; and, therefore, the
providing organisation or campus, in this case, could not have made any modifications as
was the case with the other components. If the Campus where the study was conducted
had the liberty of modifying exercises relating to program outcomes review with the
collaboration of the adult learners, it is most likely the outcome data would not have been
anything different. To a large extent, however, the findings here seem to confirm those
reported by different scholars on this subject (Gurau and Drillon, 2009; Hattie and
Timperly, 2007; Lapointer and Reisetter, 2008; Bentley et al., 2012).

LIMITATIONS

Studies using students’ feedback as the basis for making decisions on the improvements
of academic programs service offers are commonly known to have been deemed
inadequate. Some scholars argue that this is so because the students are merely asked to
comment on their educational experience and those who do not respond generally do not
pose any problems as they have chosen not to contribute to the exercise (Richardson
2005, Carless et al, 2011). However, the findings and recommendations based on the data
used should be valid enough as long as a representative sample of all students who
experienced the academic program was covered, which was the case in this study. In
social science research, researchers commonly agree that a response rate of 50% is
deemed as satisfactory (Richardson, 2005; Chilisa, 2012). Data generated for analysis in
this study was taken from more than 50% of the population, and so the results would be
valid for use in contexts similar to this one.

Another limitation that might have occurred in this study could be that the researcher
made inferences based on samples that did not cover all students who enrolled in the
academic program under reference. For that reason, there could have been sampling error
because the properties of the sample used differ somewhat by chance from those of the
entire population from which the sample was drawn because the study was done in
different geographic sites with differing characteristics, for example, those from around
the headquarters of the academic service provider might have experienced the service
differently. However, this limitation was reduced because the sample size was increased
in order to maximize the response rate. The results generated from this study are deemed
relevant and valid because the sample was chosen at random from the relevant
population and so there was no sample bias along the same lines highlighted by
Richardson (2005) and Goyder (1987).
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DISCUSSION

The study contrasted to a large extent with several other studies of students’ feedback in
the improvement of academic programs (Richardson, 2005; Peng and Samah, 2006,
Omorogiuwa, 2014). The longitudinal approach used here enabled the researcher with
the assistance of the program coordinator to work out and apply some changes made to
the program over a period of two years. This way the process of overall program delivery
was enhanced.

The data revealed on a very close observation that although there might have been an
overall good level of satisfaction with the quality of service delivery related to program
studied, modifications made to overall program management, styles of facilitation,
assessment, learners support systems and adequacy of resources were very helpful in
improving the quality of service delivery as measured by student evaluation. At the same
time, when we pay attention to supporting students in terms of addressing the issues
they confront on a daily basis in relation to the quality of the program delivery and
promptly making learning materials, library and computer services available to them
should go a long way in helping to improve on the quality of the service. These
considerations should guide policy makers, program managers and curriculum developers
in an adult higher education program by distance mode. This should suggest to both the
providing university and the partnering stakeholders components that need closer
monitoring and support.

Findings reported here largely confirm the view that careful enhancement of the said
components is required whenever relevant stakeholders wish to provide higher education
by distance mode to adult learners who are relatively more mature than those in initial
teacher education programs. It becomes crystal clear that in order to ensure higher
success rates in distance learning settings, experts advice and feedback to handle
technical issues surrounding the content delivery system is required to help adult learners
become more comfortable with the system (Johnson, 2011). If adult learners perceive a
lack of support or find themselves spending too much time completing the program they
feel could be done rapidly, they are likely to drop out.

The findings reported in this paper furthermore lend credence to the views tendered by
Gurau and Drillon (2009), Priestman (2012) and Bentley et al. (2012) to the effect that
students’ feedback possibly provides valuable data to improve the design and
implementation of higher education by distance learning mode.

RECOMMENDATION

Based on the findings of the research, it is therefore recommended that adult higher
education programs must have a documented systematically utilized and effective
process involving program service delivery constituencies like assessment, academic
support and resources provided, for the periodic review of the program educational
objectives to ensure that the program remains consistent with the institutional mission,
needs and criteria. Drawing on the rich diversity and eclectic background of the adult
learners in the ACE program is a fundamentally sound method of reinforcing the course
materials. While it is not always possible to redesign a course for each new set of
students, knowing the audience ahead of time and providing rich opportunities for
integration of knowledge from experience and classroom is essential to engaging adult
learners (Lawson, 2005). An instruction program integrated with evocative digital
resources provides the opportunity for instructors to reduce anxiety and to help their
students’ connections.
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CONCLUSION

The main aim of this paper was to establish how students’ feedback on the service
delivery components of the ACE program can be used to improve on the efficiency and
effectiveness of the different service delivery components of the program. Based on the
data, it would not be wrong to institute that careful enhancement of the said components
is required whenever relevant stakeholders wish to provide higher education by distance
mode to adult learners who are relatively more mature than those in initial teacher
education programs. However, it must be understood that the review of adult higher
education program for improvement requires more than just the use of assessment
feedbacks on service delivery components. Rather, attention must also be focused on
appropriate monitoring of the currency of the objectives themselves. The researcher
hopes that the results emanating from the study reported in this paper may help,
depending on the context and circumstances, in improving on the quality and
effectiveness of adult higher education by distance learning mode. More importantly, an
attempt has been made in this paper to provide useful guidelines that could be considered
in improving on the delivery of academic services that adopt distance learning strategies
by different stakeholders in South Africa and globally.

BIODATA and CONTACT ADDRESSES of AUTHOR

Akpovire ODUARAN is Professor of Adult and Lifelong Learning at
the North-West University in South Africa. He is the Author of more
than a hundred journal articles and book chapters and has published
four books. Essentials of Adult Learning , Effective Adult Learning,
Social Welfare and Social Work for Africa, and an introduction to
community Development. He has co-edited with the erudite
American Scholar, Harbans Bhola, a major book commissioned by
the UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning and published by
Springer: Education as Social Justice: Essays in Honor of Michael

Omolewa. He has examined doctoral theses for a number of
! universities, some of which are: the University of Ibadan, the
University of Nigeria, Nsukka National University of Lesotho,
University of Swaziland, University of Namibia, and the University of the Western Cape,
the University of KwaZulu-Natal, forte Hayes University, and the University of South
Africa. Professor Akpovire Oduaran services in developing academic leaders have been
appreciated and frequently used in assessing his peers for promotion to the rank of
professor by many universities. Some of these are the University of Ghana, the University
of Dar-es-salaam (Tanzania), University of Malawi, the University of Benin, the University
of Lagos, University of Ibadan, Bayero University, Kano, the University of Nigeria, Nsukka
and the university of Port-Harcourt. An academic leader, he has, together with his
colleagues, designed and implemented profitable academic programmes, including the
Diploma in Adult Education, Diploma in Non-Governmental Organizations by open and
distance learning mode as well as short learning programmes at the North West
University. He has supervised to successful completion many doctoral candidates. He is
highly respected by his professional colleagues all over the world.

Professor Akpovire ODUARAN
Faculty of Education

North-West University

Mafikeng, South Africa 2735

Phone: +27 710212784

Email: Akpovire.Oduaran@nwu.ac.za

171



REFERENCES

Anderson, T. & Dron, J. (2011). Three generations of distance education pedagogy.
International review of research in open and distance learning, Volume 12,
Number 2. Retrieved 2014/1/23 from
http//www.irrodl.org/index.php/irrodl/article/view/ 890/1661

Ainley, 1. (1999). Using the course experience questionnaire to draw inferences about
higher education. Paper presented at the conference on the European Association
for Research on Learning and Instruction, Goteborg, Sweden.

Azevedo, R. (2008). The role of self-regulation in learning about science with hypermedia.
In: Robinson, D. and Schraw, G. (Eds.). Recent innovations in educational
technology that facilitate students’ learning (pp.127-156). Charlotte, NC:
Information Age Publishing.

Azevedo, R. (2009). Theoretical, conceptual, methodological, and instructional issues in
research on metacognition and self-regulated learning: A discussion.
Metacognition and Learning, 2 (2-3), 87-95.

Arubayi, E. A. (1987). Improvement of instruction and teacher effectiveness: Are
students’ ratings reliable and valid? Higher Education, 16:267-278.

Babbie, E. R. (1973). Survey Research Methods. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Ballantyne, R., Borthwick, J. & Packer, J. (2000). Beyond students’ evaluation of teaching:
Identifying and addressing academic staff development needs. Assessment and
Evaluation in Higher Education. 25: 221-236.

Bentley, Y. (2006). The Wealth of Networks: How Social Production Transforms Markets
and Freedom (p.515). New Haven: Yale University Press.

Bentley, Y., Selassie, H. & Shegunshi, A. (2012). Design and evaluation of students’-
focused eLearning. The electronic journal of e-Learning, 10 (1): 01-12

Bloch, C. (2002). Managing the emotions of competition and recognition in Academia. In
Barbalet, J. (ed.): Emotions and Sociology. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.

Bramley, T., Bell, J. & Pollitt, A, (1998). Assessing changes in standards over time using
Thurstone paired comparisons. Education Research and Perspectives 25:1-24,

Bramley, T., & Gill, T. (2010). Evaluating the rank-ordering method for standard
maintaining. Research Papers in Education 25:293-317.

Brooks, D. (2012). The campus tsunami, New York Times, May 3,
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/05/04/opinion/brooks-the-campus-
tsunami.html.

Buczynski, J. A. (2006). Faculty begins to replace textbooks with “freely” accessible
online resources. Internet Reference Services Quarterly, 11 (4), (pp-169-179).
Routledge.doi:10,1300/J136 Wino.4.

Carless, D. (2006). Differing perceptions in the feedback process. Studies in Higher
Education 31 (2):219-33

Carless, D., Salter, D., Yang, M. & Lam, J. (2011). Developing sustainable feedback
practices. Studies in Higher Education, 36(4), 395-407.

Chilisa, B. (2012). Indigenous Research Methodologies. Los Angeles, CA: SAGE
Publications Inc.

Cheng, Y. C. (2003). Quality assurance in education: Internal, interface and future.
Quality Assurance in Education Journal 11 (4): 202-213.

Christudason, A. (2006). Using students’ feedback to improve the quality of teaching law
to non-law students . The Law Teacher, 40:1, 41-58,
DO0I1:10.1080/0306940.2006.9993196.

172



Clark, J. M. (2007). Learning and teaching in the mobile learning environment of the
Twenty-First Century. Retrieved 03/2/2014 from
www.austincc.ed/jdclark/mobilelearningenables.pdf

Cheng, Y. C. (2003). Quality assurance in education: Internal, interface and future.
Quality Assurance in Education Journal 11 (4): 202-213.

Coffey, M. & Gibbs, G. (2000). Can academics benefit from training? Some preliminary
evidence. Teaching in Higher Education, 5: 385-389.

Coffey, M. C. & Gibbs, G. (2001). The evaluation of the Students’ Evaluation of Educational
Questionnaire (SEEQ) in UK higher education. Assessment and Evaluation in
Higher Education, 26: 89-93.

Cormier, D. & Siemens, G. (2010). Through the open door: Open courses as research,
learning and engagement. Educause, 45(4):30-39. Retrieved 2014/1/23 from:
http://www.educause.edu/EDUCAUSE+Review/educauserReviewMagazineVolu
me 45/ThroughtheOpenDoorCoursesa/209320.

Falchikov, N. & Goldfinch, J. (2000). Students’ peer assessment in Higher Education: A
meta-analysis comparing peer and teacher marks. Review of Educational
Research 70:287-322.

Feldstein, A, Martin, M., Hudson, A., Warren, K., Hilton J. III & Wiley, D. (2014). Open
textbooks and increased students’ access and outcome. European Journal of
Open, Distance and E-Learning. Retrieved 2014/02/12 from
http://www.eurodl.org/?p+currentandarticle+533

Goyder, J. (1987). The Silent Minority: Nonrespondents on Sample Surveys. Cambridge:
Polity Press.

Gurau, C. & Drillon, D. (2009). Evaluating the effectiveness of international eLearning
system: The case of Montpelier Business School. Proceedings of the International
Conference on eLearning, 2009, 174-181.

Harsh, 0. M. & Sadiq S. M. (2002). Role of delivery, course design and teacher-students’
interaction: observations of adult distance education and traditional on-campus
education. The International Review of Research in Open and Distance Learning,
3 (2). Retrieved 2014/01/23 from
http://www.irrodl.org/index.php/irrodl/article/view/92/171

Hassan, H. F. A,, Llias, A., Rhaman, R. A. & Razak, M. Z. A. (2008). Service quality and
students’ satisfaction: A case-study at private higher education institutions.
International Business Research 1 ( 3), July: 163-175.

Hattie, J. & Timperley, H. (2007). The power of feedback. Review of Educational Research
77 (1): 81-112,

Higgins, R., Hartley, P. & Skelton, A. (2001). Getting the message across: The problem of
communicating feedback. Teaching in Higher Education 6 (2): 269-74

Hill, P. (2012). Online educational delivery models: a descriptive view. Educause review,
November/December, pp.85-97.

Hilton, J. & Wiley, D. (2011). Open-access textbooks and financial sustainability: A case
study on flat world knowledge. The International Review on ODL 12 (5).
http://www.irrodl.org/index.php/irrodl/article/view/960/1860.

Ifenthaler, D. (2012). Determining the effectiveness of the prompts for self-regulated
learning in problem-solving scenarios. Educational Technology and Society, 15
(1), 38-52

Jara, M. & Meller, H. (2010). Quality enhancement for e-Learning: The role of students’
feedback. Computers and Education, 54 (3), 709-714.

173


http://www.austincc.ed/jdclark/mobilelearningenables.pdf%2003/2/2014
http://www.eurodl.org/?p+current&article+533
http://www.irrodl.org/index.php/irrodl/article/view/92/171
http://www.irrodl.org/index.php/irrodl/article/view/960/1860

Jones, 1. & Alcock, I. (2014). Peer assessment without assessment criteria. Studies in
Higher Education 39:10, 1774-1787, D01:10.1080/03075079.2013.821974

Johnson, M. (2011). Adult learners and technology: How to deliver effective instruction
and overcome barriers to learning. USA, San Jose State University.

Johnson, J. & Rochkind, J. (2009). With their whole lives ahead of them. Retrieved from
http:/ /www.publicagenda.org/TheirWholeLivesAheadofThem

Johnson, T. D. & Sorenson, D. L. (Eds.) (2003). Online students’ ratings of instruction:
New Directions for Teaching and Learning, Number 96, New York: Jossey Bass
Publishers.

Keane, E. & Labhrainn. I. M. (2005). Obtaining students’ feedback on teaching and course
quality. Briefing Paper, 2 (pp.3-16). Centre for Excellence in Learning & Teaching
(CELT), European Universities Association.

Kimbell, R. (2012). Evolving project e-scape for national assessment. International
Journal of Technology and Design Education 22:135-55

Krejcie, R.V. & Morgan, D. W. (1970). Determining sample for research activities.
Educational and Psychological Measurement, 30, pp.608-610..

Landry, B. J, Payne, D. & Koger, M. S. (2008). From ‘chalk and talk’ to online offering:
Keeping pace with technology in education. International Journal of Management
Education, 2 (3): 300-317.

Lapointe, L. & Reisetter, M. (2008). Belonging online: Students’ perceptions of the value
and efficacy of an online learning community. International Journal of E-
Learning, 7 (4), 641-65.

Laurillard, D. (1993). Rethinking university teaching: A framework for the effective use of
educational technology. London: Routledge.

Lawson, K. (2005). Using eclectic digital resources to enhance instructional methods for
adult learners. OCLC Systems & Services, 21(I), 49-60.

Leas, M., & Street, B. (1998). Students’ writing in higher education: An academic
literacies approach. Studies in Higher Education 23(2): 157-72.

Maila, M. W & Pitsoe, V. J. (2012). The praxis of quality assurance in open and distance
learning contexts. International Journal of Education Sciences, 4(1): 7-14.

Marsh, H. W. & Bailey, M. (1993). Multidimensional students’ evaluations of teaching
effectiveness; a test of alternative higher-order structures. Journal of Educational
Psychology, 83: 285-296.

Marsh, H.W & Dunkin, M. J. (1992). Students’ evaluations of university teaching: A Multi-
dimensional perspective. In: JC Smart (Ed.). Higher Education: Handbook of
Theory and Research, Volume 8. New York: Agathon Press.

Medved, M. B. (2010). Facilitating learning with social media. Retrieved 2014/10/23,
from http://www.astd.org/Publications/Newsletters/Learning-Circuits/Lea

Nicholas, A. J. & Lewis, J. K. (2010). Learning enhancement or headache: Faculty and E-
textbooks. Proceedings of the Northeast Business and Economics Association
(pp-675-680).

Nicol, D. J. & Macfarlane, D. (2006). Formative assessment and self- regulated learning: A
model and seven principles of good feedback practice. Studies in Higher
Education 31 (2):199-218.

Omorogiuwa, K. I. (2014). Benefits and challenges of feedback in formative assessment
of distance learners. Retrieved 2014/1/23 from www.unisa.ac.za/.../ODL-036-
2010-1-edJBFinal-Omorogiuwa.pdf

174


http://www.publicagenda.org/TheirWholeLivesAheadofThem
http://www.astd.org/Publications/Newsletters/Learning-Circuits/Lea
http://www.unisa.ac.za/.../ODL-036-2010-1-edJBFinal-Omorogiuwa.pdf%202014/1/23%202%2014:00
http://www.unisa.ac.za/.../ODL-036-2010-1-edJBFinal-Omorogiuwa.pdf%202014/1/23%202%2014:00

Peng, P. ]J. & Samah, A. 1. A. (2006). Measuring students’ satisfaction for equality
education in an e-learning university. Unitar E-Journal, Vol. 2, No. 1, 11-21.

Pitman, I. (2014). In Encyclopaedia Britannica. Retrieved 03/02/2014 from
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/462091/Sir-Isaac-Pitman

Price, M., Handley, K. & Millar, 3. (2011). Feedback: focusing attention on engagement.
Studies in Higher Education 36:8, 879-896,
DO0I:10.1080/03075079.2010.483513.

Priestman, T. 2010. MBA Approved Document, University of Bedfordshire, 26 May, 2010.

Politt, A. (2012). The method of Adaptive Comparative Judgement. Assessment in
Education: Principles, Policy & Practice 19:281-300.

Ramsden, P. (2003). Learning to teach in higher education. Second Revised Edition.
London: Routledge.

Republic of South Africa. (2009). Improving government performance: our approach.
Pretoria, Government printers.

Richardson, J. T. E. (2005). Instruments for obtaining students’ feedback: A review of the
literature. Assessment and Evaluation in Higher Education, August, 30 (4): 387-
415

Rodriguez, C. O. (2014). MOOCs and the A1-Stanford like courses: Two successful and
distinct course formats for Massive Online Courses. European Journal of Open,
Distance and E-Learning. Retrieved 2014/02/12 from
http://www.eurodl.org/?p+current&article+516

Rust, C., & O’'Donovan, B. (2003). A social constructivist assessment process model: How
the research literature shows us how this could be best practice, Assessment and
Evaluation in Higher Education 30 (2): 231-40

Scheff, T. (1997). Emotions, the social bond, and human reality. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Schraw, G. (2007). The use of computer-based environments for understanding and
improving self-regulation. Metacognition and Learning, 2 (2-3Z), 169-176.

Seel, N. M., Ifenthaler, D. & Pithay-Dummer, P. (2009). Mental models and problem
solving: Technological solutions for measurement and assessment of the
development of expertise. In P. Blumschein, W. Hung, D. H. Jonassen and J.
Strobel (Eds.). Model-based approaches to learning: Using systems models and
simulations to improve understanding and problem-solving in complex domains
(pp.17-40). Rotterdam: Sense Publications.

Siemens, G. (2012). Massive open online courses as nhew educative practice. Blog
Elearnspace. Retrieved from: http://www.elearnspace.org/blog/2014/01/23/
massive-open-online-courses-as-new-educative-practice/

Shepperd, 1., Grace, J. & E. Koch. (2008). Evaluating the electronic textbook: Is it time to
dispense with the paper text? Teaching of Psychology, 35 (1), pp.2-5, doi.

Tan, W. C. K. (2004). Practical Research Methods. New Jersey: Prentice Hall.

Thurstone, L. L. (1927). A law of comparative judgement. Psychological Review 34: 273-
286.

Toenings, L. (2012). Is mobile learning right for you? Retrieved 2014/01/23 from
http://clomedia.com/articles/view/is-mobile-learning-right-for-you/p.

175


http://www.eurodl.org/?p+current&article+51
http://www.elearnspace.org/blog/2014/01/23/%20massive-open-online-courses-as-new-educative-practice/
http://www.elearnspace.org/blog/2014/01/23/%20massive-open-online-courses-as-new-educative-practice/
http://clomedia.com/articles/view/is-mobile-learning-right-for-you/p.%20%202014/01/23

Varlander, S. (2008). The role of students” emotions in formal feedback situations.
Teaching in Higher Education, 13:2, 145-156,
D01:10.1080/13562510801923195.

Vollmer, T. (2010). November Flat World Knowledge’s Eric Frank: Open Education and
Policy. Creative Commons. Retrieved from
http:/ /creativecommons.org/weblog/entry/24191

Williams, M. & Williams, J. (2010). Evaluating a model of business school students’
acceptance of web-based course management systems. The International Journal
of Management Education, 8(3): 59-70.

Writh, J. & Letner, D. (2008). Self-regulated learning and academic achievement. In: B. J.
Zimmerman & D. H. Schunk (Eds.). Self-regulated learning and academic
achievement: Theory, research and practice (pp1-25). New York: Springer.

Zammuto, R. F., Keaveny, S. M. & O’ Connor, E.F. (1996). Rethinking students’ services:
Assessing and improving service quality. Journal of Marketing in Higher
Education7 (1): 45-69.

Zimmermann, B. J. (2008). Investigating self-regulation and motivation: Historical
background, methodological developments, and future prospects. American
Educational Research Journal, 45(1): 166-183.

Zimmermann, L. & Milligan, A. T. (2008). Perspectives on communicating with the Net
Generation. Innovate. 4 Journal of Online Education 4 (2). Retrieved from
http://www.innovateonoline.info/pdf/Vol4issue2/Perspectives_on_Community_
with_the_Net_Generation.pdf.

176


http://creativecommons.org/weblog/entry/24191
http://www.innovateonoline.info/pdf/Vol4issue2/Perspectives_on_Community_with_the_Net_Generation.pdf
http://www.innovateonoline.info/pdf/Vol4issue2/Perspectives_on_Community_with_the_Net_Generation.pdf

