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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to examine stakeholders’ perception of quality in
a distance education programme of a Ghanaian university. The study adopted
a case study research design to collect data from 320 students, 56 facilitators
and 24 administrative Staff selected randomly from one centre of a Ghanaian
university involved in Distance education. The data were collected through the
administration of questionnaires. Factor Loadings for the Items of Distance
Education Quality was performed. The factor analysis was performed using the
Principal Component Analysis extraction method with varimax rotation. The
findingsindicated that students' level of awareness of quality assurance practices
at the Institute of Distance Learning (IDL) in the Ghanaian university wasvery
low as compared to facilitators and administrators. Regarding stakeholder
perceptions of quality of distance education, students rated Support Services
high whilst Academic Integrity and I nstitutional Prestige had a lower scoring.
Facilitators' also rated Support Services higher and rated Infrastructure and
Learning Environment lower. Administrators, on the other hand, gave Support
Services the highest rating whilst Infrastructure and Learning Environment was
rated thelowest. Further analysesrevealed that there are significant differences
between the mean ratings of Indicators by different stakeholders. The study
recommends that educational administrators must have systems in place to
ensure adherence to quality standards, build the capacity of staff in modern
trends in distance education, and periodically plan and evaluate quality
assurance practices among stakeholders.

Introduction

The quest for higher education continuesto increase with economic
and industrial devel opment whichinevitably leadsto mounting demands
on higher education and thiswould require skills normally attained
through higher levels of education (Trow, 2005). Acquiring higher
educationis, therefore, both good for the economic health of nations
and for the economic competitiveness of society (Delbanco, 2012).
Higher education hasover theyears, been delivered through the primary
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mode of thetraditional lecturer-student interactioninaformal classroom
setting, often referred to as* sage on the stage” (O’ Malley and McCraw,
1999 as cited by Shachar and Neumann, 2003). The learning
environment for higher education haslargely been a*“face-to-face”
Interaction between students and teachers at aphysical site. However,
higher education inthe 21% Century isadjusting gradually to new modes
of delivery that capitalize on technol ogical advancementsto achieve
expected goalsin amore convenient and flexible manner. Thesetrends
in higher education have consequences for stakeholders who are
connected to higher education. In view of these developments, higher
education institutions have sought to reconstruct curriculum, pedagogy,
assessment policies and delivery methods directed at improving
efficiency whilemaking education access ble (Westerheijden, Stensaker,
& Rosa, 2007). Themajor issueisthat thetraditional mode of delivery
has not only been inadequate to match the changing trends on the higher
education landscape, but has also proved unsuccessful in providing
adequate access to higher education seekersin some instances. The
ever-increasing social demand for higher education has challenged the
limited facilities (Howell, Williams & Lindsay, 2003), bringing to the
fore, the concept of distance education which offers greater accessto
higher education in a more convenient and flexible manner. The
perception of stakeholdersiscritical for educational administrators
who must plan and put systemsin place to ensure quality in education
and customer satisfaction.

The distance education concept, which isnot arecent phenomenon
(Kretovics, 2003) has been embraced by stakeholders as a viable
complement (Twigg and Valentine, 2002). Distance education has, over
the last decades, assumed greater importancein tertiary educationin
Ghana. Currently, Ghanahasthe following major public universities,
namely, the University of Cape Coast (UCC); the University of
Education, Winneba (UEW); the University of Ghana (UG); and the
Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology, Kumasi
(KNUST) running distance education at both undergraduate and graduate
levels (Ohene & Essuman, 2014). Although Ghana continuesto make
modest stridesin the provision of distance education, there appearsto
bevery littleresearch on quality issuesfor distance education in Ghana,
dueto the fact that most of the distance education programmes are
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relatively new (Ohene & Essuman, 2014); and the concept generally is
also new in the Ghanaian context.

Asdistance education becomes aviable option, quality assurance
issues have become critical for ingtitutions and stakehol ders (Ogunleye,
2008). Even though anumber of researches have been conducted on
several aspectsof distancelearning at the Kwame Nkrumah University
of Science and Technology in Ghana, thereisno research that addresses
how the diverse users of the distance learning perceive quality and its
implication for educational administration. Lerra(2014) assertsthat
out of the various problems of today’ s distance education, the most
critical oneishow it is perceived by theindividualsinvolved init.
According to Birnbaum (2001) and Srikanthan and Dalrympl e (2003)
thereislittle evidencethat the views and perspectives of stakeholders
have been given any significant consideration in the planning and
implementation of higher education in the distance mode. It becomes
prudent, therefore, to seek user perceptions and opinionsin quality
mattersasuniversitiesin Ghanain particular and other institutionsaround
theworld continue to implement quality policies. Thiswill serveasa
feedback mechanism for educational administrators for quality
improvement, thus, assuring the various stakehol ders of the effectiveness
of the quality practicesthat would meet their expectations.

The main objective of this study is to examine stakeholders
perception and expectations of quality of distance education programme
in a Ghanaian context. The specific objectives of the study areto
ascertain user awareness of existing guidelinesand practicesfor quality
at the distance learning programme and determine how stakeholders
perceivethe quality of distance educationinaGhanaian university.

M ethodology
Research Approach

A quantitative, non-experimental research approach with acase study
research design was employed. The use of the case study design was
necessitated by the need to undertake adetail ed empirical examination
of how the different stakeholders perceive the quality of distance
education at aparticular university.
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Population

Thetarget population of the study includesall students, facilitators/
instructors and administrators of adistance education programmeina
Ghanaian University. Based on the target population of the study, a
sample size of 400 individuals consisting of 320 students, 24
administrative staff and 56 facilitator/instructorswere considered.

Sampling Method and Data Collection

The stratified random sampling method was used to sel ect the various
participants. Both primary and secondary datawere collected for the
study. The primary data were obtained through afield survey after
administration of aquestionnaire devel oped from Conceptual Model
for Stakeholder’s Quality Dimensionsin Distance Education (Mbwesa,
2014). This was used in examining perception of quality among
stakeholders. The primary data included socio-economic data of
respondents, data on respondents’ perception concerning support
services, ingtitutional credibility, academic integrity, infrastructure, cost
effectiveness, reward and motivation, and other information relating to
stakeholders' perception of quality of distance education at the Institute.
Secondary data were collected from review of key documents like
distancelearning policies and student handbooks. Questionnaireswere
reviewed by expertsto ensurevalidity. For the Likert Scale constructs,
datafrom the pre-testing exercise were used to test thereliability and
internal consistency of theitems used by cal culating the Cronbach’s
Alpha coefficients using the Statistical Package for Social Science
software (SPSS version 20).

Statistical Analyses

Datacollected for the study were analyzed using the Statistical Package
for Social Science software (IBM version 20) and Microsoft Excel
(2010 version). Inthefirst place, dataon multi-item constructs (Likert
Scale) weretested for thelevel of internal consistency, reliability and
validity by computing and comparing their Cronbach’salphavauesto
acceptable test scores. Factor Loadings for the Items of Distance
Education Quality was performed. The factor analysiswas performed



38 Ghana Journal of Higher Education \olume 6

using the Principal Component Analysisextraction method with varimax
rotation.

Results and Discussion
User Awareness of Existing Quality Guidelines and Practices

Themajority of thefacilitators (75%) and the administrative staff (80%)
affirmed that they were aware of the mission and vision statement of
the Institute responsible for the distance learning programme of the
university. Morethan half (51.7%) of the studentsindicated that they
were not aware of the mission and vision statement of the Institute.
Thisresultimplied that asignificant number of the studentswere unaware
of the mission and vision statements. M ajority (58.6%) of students
became aware of the vision and mission of the I nstitute through their
orientation while the remaining 41.4 percent were informed through
personal inquiries. With regard to thefacilitators, the highest proportion
(42.9%) of them also got informed through their orientation and quite a
significant number (38.1%) through personal inquiry. Majority (62.5%)
of the administrative staffs got informed about the mission and vision
statements of the Institute through available documents and records.
The results above seemed to reflect the proximity of the various
stakeholdersto theInstitute. Students, dueto their distance away from
the Institute, were informed through student orientations whereasthe
facilitatorsand administrative staff, dueto their proximity to the Institute,
had the chance to be informed not only by orientation and personal
inquiries but also through review of the Institute’s records and
documents.

Awareness of Quality Assurance Practices

With regard to respondents’ knowledge of the quality assurance
practicesimplemented at the Institute, majority of thefacilitatorsand
administrative staff, 78.6% and 70%, respectively, responded in the
affirmative whereas only 18.4 percent of the studentsindicated they
were also aware of them. This meant that as high as 81.6% of the
studentswere unaware of the quality assurance practicesat the Institute.
Theimplicationisthat, studentswould not be ableto defend or demand
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actionsthat could guarantee the quality of their learning experience
they received from the Ingtitute. In respect of quality assuranceactivities/
practices in place, respondents indicated they were aware of the
following: provision of relevant teaching and learning materials; high
standardsin the conduct of examinations and supervision of theses,
marking of assignmentsand giving feedback to studentsontime; training
of staff, facilitators and supervisors; assessment of facilitators; high
standardsin student intake through interviews, easy accesstofacilitators
anytime on either phone or theinternet; provision of virtual classroom
for onlinelearning and provision of professional add-on seminars,
among others.

User’s Knowledge and Awareness of Existing Quality Assurance
Practices

The results on user’s knowledge and awareness of existing quality
assurance practices at the Institute as obtained from the analysis of
empirical results collected are presented in Table 1.

Tablel: User’'sKnowledgeand Awarenessof Existing Quality Assurance

Practices
Students Facilitators Administrators
(N=147) (N=28) (N=20)
Variable Response category Freqg. % Freg. %  Freq. %
Knowledgeon
Mission and Yes 71 483 24 75 16 80
vison statement
of IDL No 7% 517 7 25 4 20
Sourceof know-  Orientation 41 586 9 429 2 125

ledgeon Mission Personal inquiry 0 414 8 3RB1 4 5
andvison

satementof IDL  Documents/records 00 4 19 10 625
Knowledgeof

Quality Yes 2l 184 22 786 14 7

M echanism and

practices No 10 816 6 214 6 30

Sour ce: Field Survey Data (2016).
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User Per ceptionsof Quality at thelnstitute of Distance L ear ning
(IDL)

In order to better examine the perception of users on the quality of
distance education at the Institute of Distance L earning, aconfirmatory
factor analysiswasfirst conducted with the view to establishing the
quality dimensionsfor distance education quality at thelDL. Thefactor
analysis was performed using the Principal Component Analysis
extraction method with varimax rotation. As presented in Table 2, the
main dimensions and components of distance education that influence
stakeholders’ perception on quality included: Cost Effectivenessand
Access to Services; Support Services; Academic Integrity and
Institutional Prestige; and Infrastructure and Learning Environment. The
factorsor indicatorsthat |oaded strongly on each of these components
arepresented asfollows:

Cost Effectiveness and Access to Services

As the results presented in Table 2 show, eight (8) indicators load
strongly on the Cost Effectiveness and Accessto Services component
of distance education quality at the|DL. Theinternal consistency of the
indicators as measured by the Cronbach alphawas 0.908 which indicates
an ‘excellent’ internal consistency and reliability based on the
interpretation of George and Mallery (2003). Among the indicators
that oad strongly on this component of quality, Accessto Reliable
Internet Facilities had the highest factor loading (0.784), followed by
Accessto State-of-the-Art Computer Laboratories (0.771) and then
Accessto State-of-the-Art Computer laboratories (0.767). Theindicator
with theleast factor loading on this component was Flexible Fee
Payment Systems (0.559).

Cost effectivenessand Accessto Serviceisan important component
or dimension of quality in distance education. Thefact that availability
of financial support systemsfor students (0.755), cost of serviceswhich
reflect the standard of services delivered (0.705) and institutional
practices and procedures help to reduce learner costs (0.702) load
strongly on thiscomponent supportsthe assertion that Cost Effectiveness
isan important dimension of quality at the Institute. According to Shea
et al. (2001), distancelearning providersaround theworld are beginning
to explore cost-effective ways of providing demand-driven and learner-
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centered supports to satisfy this high-rated distance education quality
dimension. Theresult of thisstudy, therefore, corroboratesthe assertion
that Cost Effectivenessand Accessto Servicesand Facilitiesremain a
major dimension of quality perceived by stakeholders.

Support Services

The second dimension or component for distance education quality at
the DL asidentified from the factor analysis was Support Services.
In all, ten (10) indicators loaded strongly on the Support Services
dimension, with internal consistency scoring 0.865 (Cronbach alpha).
The multi-item construct of the Cronbach alphavalueof 0.8t00.9is
considered to havevery good levelsof reliability. Theresult, therefore,
showsthat internal consistency and reliability of theitemson Support
Serviceswasvery good. Asindicated in theresults (Table 2), the three
indicators with the highest factor loading on the Support Services
component were existence of complaint procedures, complaintsare
given timely attention; and, registration processes are convenient and
flexible, with factor loadings of 0.805, 0.760 and 0.662, respectively.
Other factorsthat loaded strongly on Support Serviceincluded timely
provision of course modules materials (0.605), effective and timely
flow of information to students (0.596), avail ability of student advisory
services (0.586) and effective interaction between students and
programme coordinators (0.517).

Many studies on distance learning quality recognise Support
Servicesaskey component of quality in distance education. According
to Jung (2012), different kinds of Support Services are needed for
successin DE, including student support, faculty support and institutional
support services. From thefindings of thisstudy, it isnoted that student
complaint processes, timely attention to complaints and other student
support servicesload strongly asfactorsfor distance education quality
a thelnstitute. Thefindings, therefore, support the position of Engleman
(2005), Clark et al. (2009) and Jung (2012) that Support Serviceis
part of the principal components of distance education quality.

Academic Integrity and I nstitutional Prestige

The study also identified Academic Integrity and Institutional Prestige
asaprincipal component and dimension for quality at the IDL. The
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factorsthat loaded strongly on thisdimension werefive, withaCronbach
alphaof 0.597. By aninterpretation by George and Mallery (2003), a
Cronbach alphaof 0.5 and above has an acceptable level of internal
consistency and reliability. The multi-item construct on Academic
Integrity and Institutional Prestige could be said to bereliable. Among
theitemsthat |oaded strongly on this component (Academic Integrity
and Ingtitutional Prestige) were mechanismsfor validating and verifying
student admission, with afactor loading of 0.826; mechanisms for
validating and verifying registration, 0.797 and I nstitute engages highly
qualified staff (0.724). These indicators of Academic Integrity and
Institutional Prestige are consistent with Jung’s (2012) observations.

In the findings of Jung (2012) whose study was similar to this
particular work, the Quality of Staff |oaded strongly on the Institutional
Credibility dimension of quality in distancelearning. In Jung's (2012)
study, it was found that Institutional Credibility di-mensions were
powerful indicators of distance learning quality as perceived by the
Asian learners; and, each explained about 85-86% of the domain’s
variance. Several distance education educators and researchers,
including D’ Antoni and Mugridge (2004), have noted that thereisa
constant strugglefor parity of esteem in distance education. According
to Jung (2012), programme recognition and satisfaction of national and
international accreditations, showing strong leadership, and
guaranteeing member qualifications promote distance education
institutions’ public credibility and perceived quality. Theresult of this
study, therefore, is clearly in tandem with the preponderance of views
on the Academic Integrity and Institutional Credibility dimension of
distance education quality.

Table2: Factor Loadingsfor theltemsof DE Quality

Preliminary statisticsKkMO=0.80Bartlett’s test of sphericity [approx chi-
square=3592.737, df =1326, p-value=.000]

Dimension 1: Cost Effectivenessand Accessto Services
(Cronbach Alpha =0.908)

Indicators Factor loading
Accessto reliableinternet facilities 784
Access to state-of-the-art computer laboratories 771

Financial support systems are available for students 755
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Costs of Services reflect the standard of services

delivered 705

Institutional practices and procedures help to reduce

learner costs 702

Flexiblefee payment systems 559
Dimension 2: Support Services(Cronbach Alpha = 0.865)

Indicators Factor loading

Systemsfor handling complaints 816

Existence of complaint procedures 805

Complaintsare giventimely attention .760

Registration processes convenient and flexible 662

Programme coordinators are available and are introduced

to students at the beginning of studies 616

Timely provision of coursesmodules materials 605

Thereiseffectiveand timely flow of information to

students 5%

Student advisory services are available 586

Effective interaction between students and programme
coordinators 517

Dimension 3: Academicintegrity and institutional prestige
(Cronbach Alpha =0.597)

Indicators Factor loading
Mechanisms for validating and verifying student

admission 826
There are mechanismsfor validating and verifying

registration 7197

The Ingtitute engages highly qualified staff 724
Course/Learning materialsaredistributed early 573
Programmes of study are recognized 507

Dimension 4: Infrastructur e (Cronbach Alpha=0.713)

Indicators Factor loading
Facilitators/Instructors have access to library resources 745
Learners have access to library resources 647
Students have access to utility facilities 610

The institution has pleasant aesthetic designs

(landscape, buildings etc.) 596

Sour ce: Field Survey (2016).
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Infrastructure and Learning Environment

The fourth dimension of distance education quality noted was
Infrastructure. Infrastructure, asacomponent of distancelearning quality
was|oaded strongly by four indicators, namely, Facilitators/Instructors
have accessto library resources (0.745), accessto library resources
(0.647), utility facilities (0.610) and pleasant aesthetic designs
[landscape, buildings etc.] (0.596). The internal consistency and
reliability of theitemswas good and acceptable with Cronbach alpha
value of 0.713. According to Jung (2012), ensuring thereliability and
security of technology systems, aswell as, the provision of physical
spaces, helpstoimprove stakeholders perception of distance education
quality. Theresults of thisstudy, as presented in Table 2, validate this
position. Jung (2012) classified Institutional Credibility and
Infrastructure dimensions of distance learning quality under the
Environmental Domain which he noted asacrucial attributefor quality
in distance education.

According to Daukilaset al. (2008), the underlying structure of
any distance courseisthetechnological infrastructure that supports
student learning and success. In the case of the IDL where the dual
mode of distance education delivery isadopted, both technological
infrastructure and physical infrastructure have agreat influence on quality
perceptions. Al-Salman (2011) has noted that distance education
succeedsin an environment supported by technological infrastructure
and physical structuresthat allow for technical skillsdevelopment and
flexiblelearning. Thefinding of thisstudy doesnot contradict the above
assertionsbut rather supportsthe viewsof the Infrastructure dimension
for distance education quality.

Conclusion and Recommendations

From thefindings of the study, it isnoted that few studentswere aware
of existing quality assurance practicesat the I nstitute. On the other hand,
majority of facilitators and administrators had knowledge of the
existence of quality assurance practices. Regarding stakeholder
perceptionsof what assuresof/accountsfor quality in distance education,
students and facilitators rated Support Services high whilst rating
Academic Integrity and Institutional Prestigelow.
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Thefollowing are therefore recommended based on the findings
and conclusions.

1. Ingtitutionsof higher learning around theworld must constantly
review and improve delivery of orientation ceremonies for
students, facilitators and administrative staff; providetimely
support services to students and facilitators. Educational
administrators must therefore factor thisin their strategic
plans. Educational leaders must have systemsin place to
monitor persons who constantly interface with studentsin
service delivery and implement effective communication
strategies on operations of their institute.

2. Appropriate quality assurance policy and mechanisms must
be communicated to all staff.

3. Institutions offering distance education programmes must
recogni sethat improvement of the systemshasto be managed
and adopt modern methods of supervision and training.

4. Administrators must remove all barriers that prevent
stakeholders from receiving the best of servicesfrom the
ingtitution.

5. Lastly asalong-term measure, educational administrators
must lead aprocessthat will devel op a systematic approach
to manage theimplementation of Total Quality Management
intheir ingtitutions.
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