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Abstract

Many universities offer Distance Education (DE) courses and programs to address the
diverse educational needs of students and to stay current with advancing
technology. Some Institutions of Higher Education (IHE) that do not offer DE find it
difficult to navigate through the steps that are needed to provide such courses and
programs. Investigating learners’ perceptions, attitudes and willingness to try DE can
provide guidance and recommendations for IHEs that are considering expanding use
of DE formats. A survey was distributed to undergraduate students in Portugal, UAE
and Ukraine. The results of this pilot study showed that in all three countries,
students’ major concerns about such programs were time management, motivation,
and English language skills. Although students were somewhat apprehensive many
indicated they were interested in taking DE courses. Six recommendations informed
by interpretation of students’ responses and the literature, are offered to assist
institutions who want to offer DE as part of their educational strategy.

Keywords: Distance education, Multinational study, Perceptions of distance
education, Undergraduate students

Introduction

The World Wide Web has made information access and distribution of educational

content available to a large fraction of the world’s population and helped to move Dis-

tance Education (DE) to the digital era. DE has become increasingly common in many

universities worldwide (Allen & Seaman, 2017). Nonetheless, there are still many uni-

versities that do not provide this opportunity because it is not part of their institutional

culture. As DE becomes more prevalent, countries and Institutions of Higher Educa-

tion (IHE) that do not provide DE courses will need to look at this option to retain

and expand their student population. (Keegan, 1994; Nakamura, 2017).

In order to develop such programs, it is useful to determine if students are receptive

to taking such online courses and are prepared to do so. This study addresses students’

perceptions and their interest in DE. In addition, it provides a comparative analysis

across three countries whose IHEs do not have extensive offerings in DE. The results

of this research provide some strategies to encourage and support students to take DE

courses.
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Literature review

A seminal article by Keegan (1980) presents key aspects of DE. Some of the elements

are: physical separation of teacher and learner, learning occurs in the context of an

educational institution, technical media are used, teacher and learner communicate,

face to face meetings are possible, and an industrial model of providing education is

used. More recently varying definitions of DE seem to be based on the perspective of

various educators and to reflect the educational culture of each country and IHE. How-

ever, some common descriptors seem to be accepted by most stakeholders in the field.

Distance education is an educational experience where instructors and learners are

separated in time and space (Keegan, 2002) which means it can happen away from an

academic institution and can lead to a degree or credential (Gunawardena, McIsaac, &

Jonassen, 2008).

Although there are different types of DE, this research focuses on online learning.

The following types of online learning will be investigated: synchronous, asynchronous,

blended, massive online open courses (MOOC), and open schedule online courses. In

synchronous instruction, teachers and learners meet (usually online) for a session at a

predetermined time. According to Watts (2016) live streaming video and/or audio are

used for synchronous interaction. Although videoconferencing allows participants to

see each other this is not considered a face-to-face interaction because of the physical

separation (Keegan, 1980).

Asynchronous instruction means that teachers and learners do not have synchronous

sessions and that students have access to course content through the Internet at any

time they want or need. Communication among the participants occurs mainly through

email and online forums and is typically moderated by the instructor (Watts, 2016).

According to Garrison (2000) “Asynchronous collaborative learning may well be the

defining technology of the postindustrial era of distance education.” (p.12) Yet another

type of DE is blended learning (BL). Garrison and Kanuka (2004) define BL as combin-

ing face-to-face classroom time with online learning experiences. Although it is not

clear as to how much time is allocated to online in the blended model “the real test of

blended learning is the effective integration of the two main components (face-to-face

and Internet technology) such that we are not just adding on to the existing dominant

approach or method.” (p.97) In the BL format different teaching strategies and instruc-

tional technology can be used to help individuals who have different learning styles,

needs and interests (Tseng & Walsh Jr., 2016).

Another type of DE is MOOCs (Massive Online Open Courses). This format was first

introduced in 2006 and offers distributed open online courses that are available without

cost to a very large number of participants (Cormier, McAuley, Siemens, & Stewart,

2010). MOOCs origins can be traced to the Open Access Initiative in 2002 which advo-

cates sharing knowledge freely through the Internet. By providing educational oppor-

tunities MOOCs can address the increasing demand for training and education

(Zawacki-Richter & Naidu, 2016). Finally, in open schedule online courses students

work asynchronously with all the materials being provided digitally. Although there are

deadlines for submitting assignments, students working at their own pace have some

independence as to when they do their coursework (Campus Explorer, 2019).

There are advantages and disadvantages in taking DE courses. Some of the advan-

tages are self-paced study, time and space flexibility, time saving (no commute between
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home and school) and the fact that a distance learning course often costs less. Disad-

vantages include a sense of isolation, the struggle with staying motivated, lack of face-

to-face interaction, difficulty in getting immediate feedback, the need for constant and

reliable access to technology, and occasionally some difficulty with accreditation (De

Paepe, Zhu, & Depryck, 2018; Lei & Gupta, 2010; Venter, 2003; Zuhairi, Wahyono, &

Suratinah, 2006).

Most of the literature concerning student perception of DE courses, both blended

and entirely online, involves students who have enrolled in online courses. Some arti-

cles address comparisons of perceptions between face-to-face and online students

regarding DE (Daniels & Feather, 2002; Dobbs, del Carmen, & Waid-Lindberg, 2017;

Hannay & Newvine, 2006; Lanier, 2006). Additional studies address adult and under-

graduate students and cover many aspects of the online experience (Dobbs et al., 2017;

Horspool & Lange, 2012; Seok, DaCosta, Kinsell, & Tung, 2010b, a). However, little, if

any research has been conducted that only addresses perceptions of students who live

in countries in which few IHEs offer online courses.

In a study comparing online and face-to-face learning, Horspool and Lange (2012)

found that students chose to take online courses to avoid travel time to class and

scheduling problems. A majority of both face-to-face and online students did not

experience technological issues. Both groups also found that communication with the

instructor was adequate. Online students indicated that instructor response time to

questions was prompt. By contrast online students perceived peer communication as

occurring much less often. Course satisfaction was comparable for both formats

(Horspool & Lange, 2012). Responses to another survey concerning online and trad-

itional course formats found that students’ reasons for taking online courses included

flexibility to accommodate work and family schedules, the ability to avoid commuting

to the university and more online courses being available to them (Dobbs et al., 2017).

Both online and traditional students agreed that traditional courses were easier, and

they learned more in that format. They also concurred that online courses required

more effort. Experienced online students indicated that the quality of their courses was

good while traditional students who had never taken an online course felt that the qual-

ity of online courses was lower.

There is additional research that focuses on students including those enrolled in

community colleges, MOOCs, blended learning as well as adult learners. Community

college students’ and instructors’ perceptions of effectiveness of online courses were

compared by Seok et al. (2010b, a). The researchers focused on pedagogical characteris-

tics (management, Universal Design for Learning, interaction, teaching design and con-

tent) and technical features (interface, navigation and support). In addition, responses

were examined based on various aspects of the subjects’ demographics. Two surveys

with 99 items were distributed electronically. One survey was for instructors and the

other for students. In general, instructors and students indicated that teaching and

learning online was effective. Female students responded more positively to most ques-

tions concerning effectiveness, and instructors also found it more positive (Seok et al.,

2010b, a).

Students who enrolled in a MOOC were motivated to take other courses in this for-

mat based on their perception that it was useful for achieving their goals. In addition,

their motivation was high if the course was posted on a platform that was easy to use
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(Aharony & Bar-Ilan, 2016). This study also found that as students proceeded through

the course, they gained confidence.

Blended learning was examined by Kurt and Yildirim (2018) to determine student

satisfaction and what they considered to be important features of the blended format.

The results indicated that the Turkish students who participated, almost unanimously

felt that BL was beneficial and that their own role and the instructors’ role was central

to their satisfaction. The authors stated, “the prominent components in the process

have been identified as face-to-face lessons, the features of online course materials,

LMS used, design-specific activities, process-based measurement and evaluation,

student-student interaction and out-of-class sharing respectively.” (p. 439) DE has a

growth potential and offers the opportunity to reach many people (Fidalgo, 2012),

hence it can be used as a technique for mass education (Perraton, 2008). According to

Perraton (2008) DE can be adapted to the needs of current and previous generations

who did not complete their education. DE can also reach individuals who live in remote

locations and do not have the means to attend school.

Methodology

Study goals

The goal of this pilot study is to examine what undergraduate students’ perceptions are

concerning DE and their willingness to enroll in this type of course. This study focuses on

three countries that do not offer extensive DE accredited programs. By comparing three

countries with similar DE profiles, commonalties and differences that are relevant and

useful can be found. When the IHEs from these countries decide or have the conditions

to move towards DE, the results of this study may help them adapt this format to their

particular context and students’ needs. Results may also help IHEs plan their strategy for

offering online courses to current and future students and attract prospective students

who otherwise would not be able to enroll in the face-to-face courses that are available.

Research questions

1. Have undergraduate students taken an online course previously?

2. What are undergraduate students’ perceptions of distance education?

3. What are the reasons for undergraduate students to enroll/not enroll is distance

education courses?

4. What preparation do undergraduate students feel they need to have before taking

distance education courses?

5. What is the undergraduate students’ receptivity towards enrolling in distance

education courses?

6. What types of distance education would undergraduate students be interested in

taking?

Setting

This research was conducted at IHEs in three countries (Portugal, Ukraine and UAE).

A description of each country’s sociodemographic and technological use provides a

context for this study.
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Portugal, a country located at the western end of the European continent, has a resi-

dent population of just over 10 million people (Instituto Nacional de Estatistica, 2019).

Data collected by Instituto Nacional de Estatistica in 2019 indicated that almost 81% of

households in Portugal had Internet access at home. According to the Portuguese

National Statistical Institute (2019), the rate of Internet use by the adult population is

about 76%. Among this population, people who attend or have completed secondary

and higher education have a higher percentage of Internet use (98%) (Instituto

Nacional de Estatistica, 2019).

The most used devices to access the Internet are smartphones and laptops. Regarding

computer tasks, the most frequent ones are copying and moving files and folders and

transferring files from the computer to other devices (PORDATA - Base de Dados

Portugal Contemporâneo, 2017).

Among Internet users, 80% use social networks, which is a higher percentage than

the European Union (EU) average. Mobile Internet access (outside the home and work-

place and on portable devices) is 84% and maintains a strong growth trend (Instituto

Nacional de Estatistica, 2019).

Ukraine is one of the post-soviet countries located in Eastern Europe and it strives to

be integrated in economic and political structures of the EU. The current population of

the country is 42 million. Despite the low incomes of many Ukrainians, modern

technological devices are widespread among the population. The State Statistics Service

of Ukraine (2019) reported that there were 26 million Internet subscribers in the country

in the beginning of 2019. However, Ukrainians do not have a high level of digital literacy

yet. According to the Digital Transformation Ministry of Ukraine (Communications

Department of the Secretariat of the CMU, 2019), almost 38% of Ukrainian people aged

from 18 to 70 have poor skills in computer literacy and 15.1% of the citizens have no com-

puter skills.

According to the survey conducted by the Digital Transformation Ministry of

Ukraine (The Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine, 2019) 27.5% Ukrainian families have a

tablet, and 30.6% have one smart phone, 26.4% have two smart phones, 16.5% have

three smart phones and 10.8% have four and more smart phones. As for laptops, 42.7%

Ukrainian families have a laptop and 45.6% have a desktop computer (The Cabinet of

Ministers of Ukraine, 2019). The data from the ministry did not indicate if families have

multiple devices, however the data shows that technological devices are widespread.

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) is a country located in the Persian Gulf that bor-

ders with Oman and Saudi Arabia. The UAE has a population of 9.77 million and is

one of the richest countries in the world based on gross domestic product (GDP) per

capita. The resident population consists of 11,5% Emiratis and the remaining residents

are expats from countries such as India, Pakistan, Philippines, Egypt and others (Global

Media Insight, 2020).

Regarding technology use, 91% of the residents use mobile Internetand over 98% of

the households have Internet access (Knoema, 2018). Mobile devices such as smart-

phones are used to access the Internet mainly at home or at work (Federal Competi-

tiveness and Statistics Authority, 2017).

In 2017 the most frequent Internet activities were: sending/receiving emails (61%),

posting information or instant messaging (55%), getting information about goods or

services (45%), reading or downloading online newspapers, magazines or electronic
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books (41%) and telephoning over the Internet/VOIP (33%). Downloading movies, im-

ages, music, watching TV or video, or listening to radio or music is also a frequent ac-

tivity performed by 27% of the Internet users followed by Internet banking (25%) and

purchasing or ordering good and services (22%) (Federal Competitiveness and Statistics

Authority, 2017).

While these three countries were selected due to the location of the researchers and

thus provided convenience samples, the three countries have a similar lack of DE offer-

ings. Online surveys were emailed to students enrolled in a variety of undergraduate

face-to-face courses during the fall semester of 2018. The students in Portugal and the

UAE were enrolled in a teacher education program and the survey was emailed to two

course sections in Portugal (73 students) and four course sections in the UAE (108 stu-

dents). At the IHE in Ukraine, students were majoring in applied mathematics, phil-

ology, diagnostics, social work and philosophy, and surveys were emailed to 102

students who were enrolled in five course sections. In Portugal and Ukraine, the URL

for the online survey was emailed by the instructor of all the course sections. In the

UAE the instructor who emailed the URL for the survey taught two of the course sec-

tions. The students in the other two sections knew this instructor from taking courses

with her previously. The students participating in this study were a convenience sample

based on the disciplines taught by the researchers.

Data collection

An online survey with 10 closed questions about undergraduate students’ perception and

receptivity towards enrolling in DE courses was developed by the researchers. Ary, Jacobs,

Sorensen, and Walker (2010) compared traditional methods (i.e. face-to-face, paper and

pencil) with web-based surveys and found the latter to be are more effective for gathering

data from many participants. The questions designed by the researchers were informed by

their experience/practice as well as in-depth literature review. The survey was created to

respond to the research questions that guided this study. Response choices to the multiple-

choice questions were based on issues and concerns related to DE. Students’ responses were

collected towards the end of the first semester of the 2018/19 academic year.

The survey was developed to address research questions that assess undergraduate stu-

dents’ perceptions of DE and students’ receptivity towards enrolling in DE courses (c.f.

Appendix). The use of surveys allows researchers to “obtain information about thoughts,

feelings, attitudes, beliefs, values, perceptions, personality and behavioral intentions of

research participants.” (Johnson & Christensen, 2014, p. 192) The survey questions

included multiple response formats: Likert scale, select more than one response and mul-

tiple choice. Surveys for Portugal were presented in Portuguese. In Ukraine the surveys

were translated into Ukrainian. Since English is the language of instruction at the UAE

institution, their survey was in English. The URL for the survey was emailed to students

by their instructors and was available in an online Google Form. The survey took approxi-

mately 10 min to complete. The study consisted of a “self-selected” convenience sample.

Data analysis

Survey results were recorded in Google Forms and an Excel spreadsheet was used to

collect students’ responses. Descriptive statistics of the responses to the survey are
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presented in graphs and tables with percentages of responses displayed. The descriptive

statistics provide summaries about the sample’s answers to each of the questions as

well as measures of variability (or spread) and central tendency.

Research approval and data management

The research proposal was submitted to the Research and Grants Committee and

approved by the Institutional Review Board of the college in the UAE. No personal in-

formation (name, College ID number or any other type of information that allows the

identification of students) was asked from the students in the surveys. The surveys were

anonymous. Only the Principal Investigator (PI) had access to all the data collected.

The data will be stored in the PI’s password protected computer for 5 years.

Results

Fifty five of the 73 Portuguese students who received the survey responded and 98 of

the 108 UAE students responded. In the Ukraine 102 students were sent surveys and

70 responded. Below are participants’ responses to questions concerning age, gender, as

well as level of confidence using the computer and the Internet.

Students’ age range was from 17 to 50 years old. Most students’ age ranges were be-

tween 17 and 29 years. Survey responses indicated that 7% of the students in the UAE

were male and 93% female, in the Ukraine 43% were male and 57% female and in

Portugal 9% male, and 91% female.

Participants were asked about their level of confidence using a computer and the

Internet. Results are presented in Table 1.

The use of participants from three countries allows the study of trends and to deter-

mine differences and/or similarities of perceptions about DE. Although the students

were enrolled in courses in diverse content areas, they were all undergraduates, almost

all under 30 years old, and most were confident using the computer and Internet. These

demographic similarities provided a relatively cohesive group for this study while allow-

ing a comparison across countries.

A range of questions were asked about students’ attitudes towards and experience

with DE. To determine the participants’ experience with DE two questions were asked.

The data indicates that out of 223 students who responded to the survey, a total of

63 students have taken DE courses. Half of the Ukraine students, about one quarter of

the UAE students and only 5% of students in the group from Portugal had taken DE

courses (Fig. 1). As shown in Fig. 2, of the students who have had previous experience

in DE, most Ukraine students have taken one or two online courses, most UAE stu-

dents have taken one course and a few Portuguese students have taken one course.

Table 1 Student confidence level using a computer and the Internet

Country Not at all confident Somewhat confident Neutral/ Cannot judge Confident Extremely confident

Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent

Portugal 0.00 7.27 20.00 54.55 18.18

Ukraine 0.00 2.86 5.71 32.86 58.57

UAE 3.16 7.37 26.32 25.26 37.89
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More than half of Portuguese students, about two thirds of the Ukraine students and a

little over one third of UAE students had a Very favorable or Favorable attitude towards

DE. Approximately one third of Portuguese and Ukraine students were Neutral/Unable to

judge their attitude. A little less than half of UAE students also indicated this. A small per-

centage of Portuguese, and one fifth of UAE students indicated their attitude was Very

unfavorable or Unfavorable and no Ukraine students reported this (Table 2).

More than one third of Portuguese students shared that managing class and study

time, saving time by choosing study location and working at their own pace were rea-

sons to enroll in DE. About two thirds of the students from Ukraine reported that

working at their own pace and managing their study time were reasons to enroll. A lit-

tle more than half of these students reported that reasons for enrolling in DE included

managing class time, saving time by selecting study location and not having to travel to

school as well as having more options for courses or colleges to attend. Almost half of

the UAE students had similar reasons for enrolling in a DE courses including managing

class and study time, saving time by choosing study location and working at their own

Fig. 1 Students that have taken distance education courses

Fig. 2 Number of distance education courses taken
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pace. In addition, a little more than half of the UAE students also shared that having

more options for courses or colleges to attend were reasons to enroll. The reasons that

were selected the least by all three groups were that courses were less expensive and

enrolling in a preferred program (Tables 3 and 4).

Students were given eleven options as to why they would not enroll in DE courses,

which are displayed in Tables 5 and 6. Two reasons that were chosen most often were

difficulty staying motivated and preferring face-to-face classes. A small number of

Ukraine students reported this as a reason to not enroll in DE courses. Difficulty get-

ting immediate feedback was also a concern for UAE students. Close to one third in

the three groups indicated that difficulty contacting the instructor and interacting with

peers as well as missing campus life are reasons for not enrolling. About one tenth of

Portuguese, one fifth of Ukraine and one fifth of the UAE students reported difficulty

getting accreditation as a reason for not enrolling. Not knowing enough about DE was

indicated by one tenth of Portuguese, one fifth of Ukraine and one fifth of the UAE

students. Only a small number of all the students indicated three categories that are

frequently cited in the literature as preventing students from enrolling, these include

access to technology, feeling of isolation and too great an expense.

Tables 7 and 8 show student responses to a question regarding the preparation they

think they would need before enrolling in a DE course. A little over one tenth of the

Portuguese students indicated that they needed better computer equipment, writing

skills and a dedicated study space. About one quarter of these students reported they

need better skills in the following areas: time management, computer and English lan-

guage skills, as well as needing to have learning goals and objectives. Having a better

Internet connection and the need to develop a study plan was shared by approximately

one third of these students. Finally, the highest rated prerequisite for these Portuguese

students was to be more motivated.

Few of the Ukraine students felt that they needed better computer equipment or

skills, a dedicated study space or a better Internet connection at home. Their concerns

focused on their behaviors as students since half or a little more than half felt they

needed to be more motivated, have learning objectives and goals, a study plan and

Table 2 Attitudes toward distance education

Country Very unfavorable Unfavorable Neutral/ Unable to judge Favorable Very favorable

Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent

Portugal 0.00 7.27 34.55 52.73 5.45

Ukraine 0.00 0.00 31.43 42.86 25.71

UAE 8.42 12.63 42.11 21.05 15.79

Table 3 Reasons to enroll in distance education courses (More than one could be chosen)

Country Other It is less
expensive

I can enroll in the programs that
I really want

I have more options
when selecting courses
and/or a college

I don’t have to
travel to school

Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent

Portugal 1.82 5.45 9.09 12.73 20.00

Ukraine 0.00 20.00 32.86 51.43 51.43

UAE 2.11 21.05 27.37 29.47 45.26
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better management skills. About one third of these students also reported that they

needed better English language skills.

The UAE students were less confident than the Ukraine students about computer

skills and needing better equipment and a better Internet connection at home. Almost

half of these UAE students reported their need for a study plan and motivation as their

most pressing needs. Better management and English language skills were recorded by

about one third of the students. One quarter of the UAE students felt they needed bet-

ter writing skills and a dedicated study space.

Table 9 shows students’ interest in enrolling in DE courses. Almost one quarter of

the Ukraine students are Extremely interested in taking DE courses and almost half are

Somewhat interested. This contrasts with the students from Portugal who indicated

that only 5% are Extremely interested and almost a quarter Somewhat interested. The

UAE students’ interest in enrolling fell in between the students from the two other

countries. One fifth to almost one third of all three groups were Neutral/Unable to

judge. About one tenth of students from Ukraine reported Not being very interested or

Not at all interested which contrasts with the Portuguese and UAE students whose

numbers were about one half and one quarter respectively.

Tables 10 and 11 show the types of DE that the students were interested in trying.

Portuguese students favored Open schedule courses, followed by Blended learning and

Synchronous. Few of these students were interested in MOOCs and Asynchronous.

More than half of the students from Ukraine were interested in MOOCs and Blended

learning followed by Open schedule. About one third of these students were interested

in Synchronous and Asynchronous. UAE students most popular formats were Open

schedule and Blended learning followed by Synchronous and Asynchronous. There was

little interest in MOOCs by the UAE students. Few Portuguese and Ukraine students

indicated that they would not take a DE course, however, almost a quarter of the UAE

students indicated this.

Table 4 Reasons to enroll in distance education courses (More than one could be chosen)

Country I can work at
my own pace

I can manage my
own study time

I can save time by
studying from a
location I choose

I can manage my
own class time

Percent Percent Percent Percent

Portugal 36.36 38.18 40.00 45.45

Ukraine 67.14 64.29 54.29 55.71

UAE 47.37 48.42 48.42 54.74

Table 5 Reasons to not enroll in distance education courses (More than one could be chosen)

Country It is too
expensive

I do not have
constant, reliable
access to
technology

I would
feel very
isolated

I would have
difficulty getting
accreditation for
the course

I do not know
enough about
distance education
courses

I would
miss
campus
life

Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent

Portugal 1.82 7.27 10.91 10.91 12.73 25.45

Ukraine 0.00 2.86 8.57 27.14 21.43 28.57

UAE 1.05 15.79 17.89 21.05 28.42 31.58
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Discussion

Data indicates close to a 100% of the UAE residents use the Internet at home or on

their mobile devices (Knoema, 2018). By contrast a smaller percentage of individuals

use the Internet in Portugal and the Ukraine (Infographics, 2019). Internet use in each

country does not seem to greatly impact UAE students’ opinions regarding DE.

Students’ perceptions of DE vary across the participants from the three countries.

Portuguese and Ukrainian students rated DE more favorably than UAE students. Half

of the Ukrainian students have experience with DE which might account for their

favorable attitude. In contrast, in Portugal only a very small percentage of the students

had experience. However, this does not seem to have negatively influenced their atti-

tude towards DE. The interest level and engagement with new technologies by Portu-

guese students may help explain the favorable perception the participants had toward

DE. A study by Costa, Faria, and Neto (2018) found that 90% of Portuguese students

use new technologies and 69% of them use new technologies more than an hour and a

half a day. Based on three European studies, Diário de Noticias (2011) stated that

Portuguese students “appear at the forefront of those who best master information and

communication technologies (ICT).” (para.1) Another factor influencing respondents

might be that currently, and for the first time, the Portuguese government has passed a

law that will regulate DE in the country. This new law will open the possibility for

other IHEs to provide DE courses that lead to a degree.

Ukrainian students reported a high level of confidence in operating technological de-

vices. The reason for this may be, in part, because of state educational requirements.

Since the end of the 1990s, all Ukrainian students in secondary schools have at least

one computer course as a mandatory element of their curriculum. This course covers a

wide range of issues, which vary from information society theory to applied aspects of

computer usage. Among the seven learning goals of this course three address digital

Table 6 Reasons to not enroll in distance education courses (More than one could be chosen)

Country I would have
difficulty contacting
the instructors

I would have
difficulty
interacting
with peers

It would be
difficult for me to
stay motivated

I would have
difficulty getting
immediate
feedback

I prefer face
to face to
face classes

Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent

Portugal 27.27 30.91 30.91 32.73 52.73

Ukraine 28.57 21.43 65.71 24.29 14.29

UAE 32.63 36.84 41.05 47.37 55.79

Table 7 Preparation students feel they need before enrolling in distance education courses (More
than one could be chosen)

Country I would need
better computer
equipment

I would need
better writing
skills

I would need a
dedicated study
space

I would need to
have learning
objectives and
goals

I would need better
time management
skills

Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent

Portugal 12.73 14.55 14.55 25.45 25.45

Ukraine 5.71 7.14 12.86 57.14 50.00

UAE 16.84 25.26 25.26 27.37 32.63
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literacy (Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine, 2017). Ukrainian students who

responded to the survey have taken computer courses for at least 5 years.

In the UAE, most DE courses and programs are not accredited by the Ministry of

Education (United Arab Emirates Ministry of Education, 2016), which may account for

UAE students lack of experience and their inability to judge this type of instruction.

It is worth analyzing the reasons why students enrolled or would enroll in DE

courses. The reasons for taking DE courses, such as time management issues, are sup-

ported by studies concerning self-regulation and higher retention rates (Bradley,

Browne, & Kelley, 2017; Peck, Stefaniak, & Shah, 2018). Students’ interest in having

more control of their study time is also mentioned as one of the primary benefits of DE

(Alahmari, 2017; Lei & Gupta, 2010). Regarding the reasons for not enrolling in DE

courses, participants from the three countries mentioned difficulty contacting instruc-

tors and peers. Also, more than half of the students in Portugal and the UAE indicated

they preferred face-to-face classes. Most students have spent their entire academic lives

in traditional classes where interaction and immediate feedback from instructors and

peers are more common. These concerns may be why students perceive they would

lose a familiar type of interaction and have to engage with classroom participants in a

new and different way (Carver & Kosloski Jr., 2015; Morris & Clark, 2018; Robinson &

Hullinger, 2008; Summers, Waigandt, & Whittaker, 2005). It should be noted that the

Portuguese and UAE students were enrolled in teacher education programs and are

training to be face-to-face teachers. They may not understand the potential of DE for-

mat and are not preparing or expecting to use DE in their professional careers.

Difficulty being motivated was another reason chosen by the participants of the three

countries to not enroll in DE courses. The lack of experience in this type of educational

format may help explain student lack of confidence with their ability to study and stay

on task. This response contrasts with the reasons reported for enrolling in DE courses

such as controlling their study time. On one hand, participants like the prospect of hav-

ing the ability to manage their own time. On the other hand, they are concerned they

may lack the discipline they need to be successful.

Table 8 Preparation students feel they need before enrolling in distance education courses (More
than one could be chosen)

Country I would need
better
computer skills

I would need better
language skills
(mainly English)

I would need a better
Internet connection
at home

I would need to
develop a study
plan

I would need
to be more
motivated

Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent

Portugal 27.27 27.27 30.91 34.55 38.18

Ukraine 5.71 35.71 8.57 50.00 58.57

UAE 35.79 36.84 38.95 44.21 45.26

Table 9 Interest in enrolling in a distance education course

Country Not at all
interested

Not very
interested

Neutral/ Unable
to judge

Somewhat
interested

Extremely
interested

Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent

Portugal 18.18 29.09 25.45 21.82 5.45

Ukraine 4.29 7.14 21.43 44.29 22.86

UAE 14.74 10.53 31.58 25.26 17.89
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Although the literature indicates that access to technology, isolation and expense are

reasons frequently cited as preventing students from enrolling in DE courses (Lei &

Gupta, 2010; Venter, 2003; Zuhairi et al., 2006), these reasons were selected by a very

small percentage of the participants of this study. Access and affordability of technology

has rapidly increased over the last decade which may help explain this inconsistency.

Students may understand that DE courses are now less expensive than traditional uni-

versity courses (Piletic, 2018) and they do not cite this as a reason for not enrolling.

Relatively few students indicated they would feel isolated. Since this generation is in

constant communication using technology (Diário de Notícias, 2011) they may not as-

sociate DE learning with isolation. However, it is interesting to note that there was a

greater concern for interacting with instructors and peers than isolation.

The Ukrainian students are the most receptive to enrolling in DE courses. This is

consistent with their positive perception of this type of learning. In addition, the previ-

ous experience of half of the participants may influence their interest as well as encour-

age their peers’ receptivity. UAE students do not have much experience and fewer than

half are open to enrolling in DE courses. This may be due to their lack of experience

and other concerns previously mentioned. Only one third of the Portuguese partici-

pants indicated their interest in enrolling in DE courses. This is in contrast with almost

two thirds saying they had a favorable or very favorable attitude. The reasons for this

inconsistency are not evident.

In terms of preparation needed to take DE courses, technical concerns were less of

an issue for the participants of all three countries than skills and behaviors. Most par-

ticipants’ answers focused on student skills including computer, English language and

time management. Behaviors such as developing a study plan, having learning goals

and objectives and being more motivated were also mentioned. The perceived need

for better English language skills was expressed by about one third of the participants,

none of whom have English as their native language. English speaking countries have

been dominant in DE making English the most commonly used language in online

Table 10 Types of distance education interested in trying (More than one could be chosen)

Country MOOC (Massive Online Open
Courses – a free course available
on the Internet to a very large
number of people)

I would not take a distance course Asynchronous (Students and
instructor do not meet at the
same time online. All course
work is done online.)

Percent Percent Percent

Portugal 90.9 10.91 12.73

Ukraine 54.29 1.43 30.00

UAE 8.42 22.11 24.21

Table 11 Types of distance education interested in trying (More than one could be chosen)

Country Synchronous (Students
and instructor meet at
the same time online)

Blended learning (Some
classes are taken online
others face to face on
campus)

Open schedule (Students study
on their own time schedule)

Percent Percent Percent

Portugal 25.45% 29.09% 61.82%

Ukraine 30.00% 52.86% 45.71%

UAE 31.58% 42.11% 42.11%
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learning (Sadykova & Dautermann, 2009). Regarding time management, half of the

Ukrainian students expressed their need for improvement in contrast to approxi-

mately one third of the participants from the other countries. The difference among

responses may be because the Ukrainian students are more self-reflective, or the

others are more disciplined. Although both DE and face-to-face courses have dead-

lines for tasks and assessments, in the face-to-face courses, students meet in person

with their instructors who may support and press them to do their work. Lack of in

person contact may account for the participants feeling they need to improve these

skills when taking DE courses (De Paepe et al., 2018). Students expressed concerns

about lacking certain skills and having certain behaviors that would lead them to be

reluctant to enroll in DE courses. The need for help and preparation are some of the

concerns that participants reported. Perceived needs may account for the students’

apprehensions regarding taking DE courses. To promote this type of instruction, IHEs

could address students’ concerns (Mahlangu, 2018).

Open schedule and blended learning courses were the two preferred formats stated

by the participants. The reason that Open schedule is the most popular may be that it

provides more freedom than other types of courses. Blended learning offers the familiar

face-to-face instruction and some of the conveniences of DE which may be why partici-

pants are interested in this model.

Studies regarding the use of MOOCs in all three countries have been conducted indi-

cating that researchers in these locations are aware that this course format is of poten-

tial interest to local students (Eppard & Reddy, 2017; Gallacher, 2014; Gonçalves,

Chumbo, Torres, & Gonçalves, 2016; Sharov, Liapunova, & Sharova, 2019; Strutynska

& Umryk, 2016). Ukrainian students selected MOOCs much more than students in the

other countries. The reason for this may be that these students are more knowledgeable

about MOOCs, because this type of course is usually at no cost and/or offered by pres-

tigious IHEs (Cormier et al., 2010). However, this study did not ask why students were

interested in MOOCs or other types of DE courses.

Limitations and future research

While this study offers useful information regarding undergraduate students’ percep-

tion and receptivity in taking DE courses, it has limited generalizability because of the

size of the sample and the type of statistical analysis performed. Participants from two

of the countries were enrolled in teacher education programs and were primarily

female, thus future studies would benefit from including more students in diverse pro-

grams and a more equitable gender distribution.

Since many IHEs also offer programs for graduate students it would be useful to survey

these students about their opinion and availability to enroll in DE courses. This would

provide additional information for IHEs that are interested in developing DE programs.

There were some inconsistencies in the students’ responses such as Portuguese stu-

dents’ interest in enrolling in DE courses not matching their favorable/ very favorable

attitude towards DE. It would be helpful to conduct future research regarding this and

other inconsistencies.

A study is currently being planned to collect data that will provide a larger and more

diverse sample and include additional IHEs. This future research will potentially in-

crease the available knowledge on how to provide DE for a greater number of students.
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Conclusion and recommendations

Further development of DE courses and programs at IHEs in countries such as

Portugal, UAE and Ukraine have good prospects. The students’ primary concerns

regarding taking DE courses were similar among the three countries. These concerns

included time management, motivation, and English language skills. However, this did

not totally diminish participants interest in taking online courses especially for the

Ukrainian students.

Based on this research, there are some obstacles that can be addressed to support the

expansion of DE in the three countries that were studied and in other countries. The

following recommendations may assist IHEs in promoting DE.

Recommendations for preparation within IHEs

IHEs can take proactive steps to prepare DE offerings, however, a one-size fit all model

may not be appropriate for all countries and IHEs. Each institution needs to develop

their own plan that meets the needs of their students and faculty. Data from this pilot

study and the literature (Elbaum, McIntyre, & Smith, 2002; Hashim & Tasir, 2014; Hux

et al., 2018) suggest that following steps might be taken:

� Assess readiness to take DE courses through a survey and have students speak with

counselors.

� Provide pre-DE courses to build skills and behaviors based on students’ concerns.

� Train instructors to develop and deliver DE courses that help to overcome

obstacles such as motivation and time management.

� Offer courses in a blended learning format to familiarize students with online

learning which may provide a transitional model.

Recommendations for IHE outreach

This study shows that there is some student interest in enrolling in online courses.

It is not sufficient for IHEs to make changes internally within their own institution.

IHEs need to develop external strategies and actions that help advance the devel-

opment of DE:

� Promote DE in social media to target potential students and encourage them to

take courses.

� Urge government agencies to accredit DE courses and programs.

This pilot study provides some background information that may help IHEs to offer

DE courses. Additional research about students’ preferences and needs regarding DE

should be conducted. The sample size, IHEs included and participating countries could

be expanded in order to gain a greater understanding.

Different cultural characteristics need to be taken into account in the development of

online courses and programs. DE is being increasingly included by IHEs all around the

world. To stay current, universities will need to find ways to offer DE to their current

and prospective students.
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Appendix

Online Survey Questions

1. If the students have taken any distance education courses previously and if yes,

how many;

2. What are the students’ perceptions of distance education;

3. What are the reasons students would enroll in distance education courses;

4. What are the reasons students would not enroll in a distance education course;

5. What preparation do students feel they need before taking distance education

courses;

6. What is the level of students’ interest towards enrolling in distance education

courses;

7. What types of distance education would students be interested in trying;

8. What is the students’ age;

9. What is the students’ gender;

10. How confident do students feel using a computer and the Internet.
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