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Abstract
Sri Lanka's participation rates in higher education are low and have risen only slightly in the
last few decades; the number of places for higher education in the state university system
only caters for around 3% of the university entrant age cohort. The literature reveals that the
highly competitive global knowledge economy increasingly favours workers with high levels
of education who are also lifelong learners. This lack of access to higher education for a
sizable proportion of the labour force is identified as a severe impediment to Sri Lanka‟s
competitiveness in the global knowledge economy.
The literature also suggests that Information and Communication Technologies are
increasingly relied upon in many contexts in order to deliver flexible learning, to cater
especially for the needs of lifelong learners in today‟s higher educational landscape. The
government of Sri Lanka invested heavily in ICTs for distance education during the period
2003-2009 in a bid to increase access to higher education; but there has been little research
into the impact of this.
To address this lack, this study investigated the impact of ICTs on distance education in Sri
Lanka with respect to increasing access to higher education. In order to achieve this aim, the
research focused on Sri Lanka‟s effort from three perspectives: policy perspective,
implementation perspective and user perspective. A multiple case study research using an
ethnographic approach was conducted to observe Orange Valley University‟s and Yellow
Fields University‟s (pseudonymous) implementation of distance education programmes
using questionnaires, qualitative interviewing and document analysis. In total, data for the
analysis was collected from 129 questionnaires, 33 individual interviews and 2 group
interviews.
The research revealed that ICTs have indeed increased opportunities for higher education;
but mainly for people of affluent families from the Western Province. Issues identified were
categorized under the themes: quality assurance, location, language, digital literacies and
access to resources. Recommendations were offered to tackle the identified issues in
accordance with the study findings. The study also revealed the strong presence of a
multifaceted digital divide in the country. In conclusion, this research has shown that
ii

although ICT-enabled distance education has the potential to increase access to higher
education the present implementation of the system in Sri Lanka has been less than
successful.
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1 Introduction
This chapter provides a brief background to the research problem and introduces the research
question. The researcher‟s interest in the project and the thesis outline is also presented.

1.1 Background to the Research
It has been widely argued that the knowledge economy (KE) favours highly skilled and
adaptable workers, typically those with a higher education (HE) (Rassool 1999; Castells
2000a; Brown, Green et al. 2001). Thus there is an increasing demand for quality HE all
around the world, not only from school leavers but also from workers who are expected to be
engaged with the process of lifelong learning. Information and Communication
Technologies (ICTs) have the potential to extend educational opportunities through
eLearning and the flexibility offered by this method of delivery is appealing to people who
are not able to attend full-time university-based courses.
Sri Lanka is often cited as a statistical outlier in the South Asian region for its remarkable
record on literacy rates, and the achievement of universal primary education (Jayaweera and
Gunawardena 2007; Riboud, Savchenko et al. 2007). However, statistics show that there is
disproportionately low access to HE in Sri Lanka. For example, in 2000 when 53% of
Indians were illiterate 5.7% had above secondary level education (Riboud, Savchenko et al.
2007); on the other hand, in Sri Lanka where only around 9% were illiterate, just 3% of
adults over 30 years (excluding the Northern and Eastern Provinces) had attained above
secondary level education (Department of Census and Statistics Sri Lanka 2011c).
The government of Sri Lanka attempted to address this issue by investing in distance
education (DE) using ICTs for delivery. The government of Sri Lanka, with the assistance of
the Asian Development Bank (ADB), has invested heavily in online technologies for DE.
Despite this investment, little research has been devoted to understanding the impact of ICTs
on DE programmes, particularly with respect to the goal of increasing access.
This exploratory research study seeks to understand the impact that the introduction of ICTs
to undergraduate DE programmes in state universities has had on access to HE in Sri Lanka.
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1.2 Research Question
What impact has the introduction of ICTs to undergraduate DE programmes in Sri Lankan
state universities had on facilitating access to HE?
In relation to the research question, this research aims to address the following subquestions:
1. How have ICTs been introduced to undergraduate DE programmes in contemporary Sri
Lanka?
2. How are these initiatives perceived and experienced by the students on DE
undergraduate degree programmes?
3. How have ICT based DE programmes influenced „access‟ to HE?
4. What are the strengths and constraints of the DE system implemented?
In order to answer the above questions the research project focuses on the following specific
questions.
1. How have ICTs been introduced to undergraduate DE programmes in contemporary Sri
Lanka?
a. What is the government rationale for introducing ICTs to undergraduate DE
programmes and which initiatives have been introduced?
b. How have these been implemented by the state universities providing DE
undergraduate degree programmes?
2. How are these initiatives perceived and experienced by the students on DE
undergraduate degree programmes?
c. What ideas and beliefs do students have about the introduction of ICTs to
undergraduate DE degree programmes?
d. How do they utilize ICTs to engage in their learning programmes?
3. How have ICT based DE programmes influenced „access‟ to HE?
e. Why have students enrolled on these programmes?
f. How well are they prepared for these programmes regarding skills, motivation and
resources?
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g. What are the characteristics of students who have gained „access‟ to HE through
these initiatives?
4. What are the strengths and constraints of the DE system implemented?
h. What are the difficulties faced by students in participating in these programmes?

1.3 Research Interest
The researcher was one of the six students in her Advanced Level class (out of 45+ students)
who gained access to state university HE. While it was a triumph for those who secured state
university places (and for the school for which it was a record achievement), it was the end
of their dream of HE for the majority, as there were not many affordable private HE
providers in the island in 1997. This inequality of access to HE struck the researcher as she
accepted her classmates‟ tearful good wishes, and sparked interest in access to HE in Sri
Lanka.
Being part of the 3% of privileged students of the school leaving age cohort to enter state
funded HE in the state university system, this study is partial repayment of the researcher‟s
personal debt to Sri Lanka for the free education she received.

1.4 Thesis Outline
Chapter 1 – Introduction
Chapter 1 introduces the research question and aims of the research. It also describes the
researcher‟s interest in the problem. Finally, it presents an overview of the thesis.

Chapter 2 – Background
This chapter contextualizes the study by describing Sri Lanka‟s geography and people in
brief and discussing its education and HE system, with emphasis on DE provision in HE.

Chapter 3 – Globalization and Knowledge Economy
Chapter 3 examines the global changes that have shaped today‟s knowledge economy,
emphasising the transformation of work. It argues that there is an increasing need for HE in
order to succeed in today‟s labour market.
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Chapter 4 – Distance Education and Technology-Mediated Education
This chapter advances the argument made earlier in Chapter 3 by arguing that technologymediated DE is a good method to meet today‟s higher educational needs. It also argues that
appropriate technology selection is vital for the success of such systems.

Chapter 5 – The Digital Divide
Chapter 5 argues that communities deprived of digital technologies and digital literacies are
further marginalized in today‟s KE as they are unable to harness the potential of technologymediated education and other services.

Chapter 6 – Methodology and Research Design
The „Methodology and Research Design‟ chapter establishes the researcher‟s position in
relation to the knowledge claims of the thesis and discusses the research design used to
investigate the research question. It also discusses methods of data collection, the field work
and achieving quality in research.

Chapter 7 – Data Presentation, Analysis and Discussion – Preamble to Case
Studies
Chapter 7 is the first of four chapters dedicated to data presentation, analysis and discussion.
It provides a preamble to the case studies presented in the later chapters discussing the Sri
Lankan government‟s initiatives and expectations of ICT-enabled DE programmes. When
presenting quotations from student participants, their name (fictitious), age, gender (M –
male or F – female) and their residence (separated by hyphens) is given in the following
format: Name-AgeY-M/F-Location. For example, a quote from a 24-year-old female student,
Anne from Colombo, is presented as Anne-24Y-F-Colombo while a quote from a 24-yearold male student, Dick from Colombo, is presented as Dick-24Y-M-Colombo.

Chapter 8 – Data Presentation, Analysis and Discussion – Case 1 – Orange
Valley University
The Orange Valley University (OVU) case study is presented in this chapter by analyzing
and discussing both qualitative and quantitative data collected in the research.
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Chapter 9 – Data Presentation, Analysis and Discussion – Case 2 – Yellow
Fields University
This chapter presents a second case study, the Yellow Fields University (YFU) case study. It
analyzes and discusses both qualitative and quantitative data collected in the research.

Chapter 10 – Data Presentation, Analysis and Discussion – The Comparison
of Case Studies
This chapter presents a comparative analysis of the OVU and YFU case studies.

Chapter 11 – Key Findings
Chapter 11 draws attention to the key findings of the research and examines them under five
themes: quality assurance, location, access to resources, digital literacy, and language, also
linking them to the literature.

Chapter 12 – Conclusions and Recommendations
This final chapter presents the conclusions of the study, makes recommendations and
discusses the contributions of the study to knowledge within the field. It also includes the
reflections of the researcher on the research process, as well as the limitations of the research
and finally identifies areas for further research.
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2 Background
2.1 Sri Lanka in Brief
2.1.1 Geography and Population
The Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka, previously known as Serendib or Ceylon, is
an island in the Indian Ocean to the South East of India (Appendix - A ), with an area of
about 65600 square kilo-meters (almost the size of the Republic of Ireland) and a population
of around 20 million. Sri Lanka‟s average temperature ranges from 26˚C – 28˚C and two
monsoons influence its rain fall. The majority of the population is Sinhalese (81.9%), while
the minority comprises Tamils, Muslims and others according to the 2001 census. Most
Sinhalese are Buddhists (76.7%) while the majority of Tamils are Hindus (Department of
Census and Statistics Sri Lanka 2009b). Sinhala and Tamil are the official languages;
English too is widely used and is also a compulsory subject on the school curriculum. Only
14.57% of the population lives in the urban sector (areas administered by municipal and
urban councils), 5.4% in the estate sector (plantations which are 20 acres or more and have
10 or more labourers), and others in the rural sector (Department of Census and Statistics Sri
Lanka 2001b).

2.1.2 Governance
Colombo is the commercial capital of the country while Sri Jayewardenepura Kotte is the
administrative capital. The island is administratively divided into 9 provinces and 25 districts
(Appendix - B ). Sri Lanka had been in an internal armed conflict with the Liberation Tigers
of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) for nearly three decades since the late 1970s; in 2009 the
government regained control of areas in the Northern and Eastern Provinces, previously held
by the LTTE.
Elected for a six-year term, the executive president of Sri Lanka is the head of the state as
well as the head of the government. The parliament consists of 225 members from various
political parties, elected for six-year terms. Although local governments in the form of
Municipal Councils, Urban Councils and “Pradeshiya-Sabhas” (for rural and village areas),
and Provincial Councils with five-year terms and limited responsibilities exist, the central
6

government controls the political system (Asian Development Bank 2004). Ministries exist
at two levels: the central government provides services nationally whilst the provincial
council level provides services for the province. This structure, however, is complicated with
public services being managed under two sets of ministries; for example, National Schools
are governed by the central government‟s Ministry of Education (MoE) while all other
schools are governed by the provincial council‟s respective ministry.

2.1.3 Economy
Sri Lanka‟s economy was traditionally based on agriculture, mainly on plantations such as
tea, rubber and coconut. However, today the service sector is the largest contributor to the
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) while garments and textile exports are the largest
contributors to the export income. Remittances from Sri Lankans working abroad, especially
in the Middle East, are the largest foreign exchange earner for the country; but in recent
years the software industry has also shown promising prospects as a foreign exchange
earner.

2.1.4 Standards of Living
Sri Lanka is categorized as a country with medium human development (UNDP 2010); the
country ranks 12th in the world in terms of gender equality (Hausmann, Tyson et al. 2008)
with a healthy adult literacy rate of 91.1% (Department of Census and Statistics Sri Lanka
2001a). This is largely due to the “Free Education” and “Free Health Care” policies adopted
and maintained by successive governments after independence from Britain in 1948.
However, „computer literacy‟ (the Sri Lankan definition of computer literacy will be
discussed in Chapter 5) among Sri Lankans is still low, only 20.3% among the 5-69 year age
group; computer ownership is also low at only 11.4% (Department of Census and Statistics
Sri Lanka 2009a).
Poverty is a major issue in Sri Lanka (especially in rural areas), where 15.2% of the
population lives below the “Official Poverty Line for Sri Lanka”, which is Rs.2,233 (about
US$ 20 or £13) per person per month (Department of Census and Statistics Sri Lanka
2008b). Many Sri Lankans aspire to higher education (HE) as the gateway to opportunities
for helping them to escape from poverty. However, the number of available places in the
state university system for HE is very limited. For example, in 2008, although 61.7% of the
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students who took the General Certificate of Education (GCE) Advanced Level (A/L)
examination were academically eligible for university admission, only 16.01% of those (less
than 3% of the age cohort) were admitted to the state university system (Loxley, Ho et al.
2003; University Grants Commission Sri Lanka 2010). In this context, the Sri Lankan
government is exploring avenues to increase opportunities for university education (UE).

2.2 Education System
Sri Lanka has experienced a significant increase in its literacy rate during the past six
decades, from only 69% literate in 1953 to 91% literate in 2001 (Department of Census and
Statistics Sri Lanka 2010b). The National Education Commission (NEC) is the institute that
sets the national aims and objectives of education and formulates national education policy.
The central government‟s Ministry of Higher Education (MoHE) oversees the HE system of
the island while the rest of the education system is organized under the MoE. However,
provincial educational matters are delegated to the provincial councils, which also have their
own ministries for education.
Four major stages in the Sri Lankan education system are:
1. Early childhood education (3 to 5 years)
2. Formal schooling
a. Primary (Grades 1 to 5)
b. Junior secondary (Grades 6 to 9)
c. Senior secondary (Grades 10 to 13)
3. Vocational and technical education
4. Tertiary education
Presently the government of Sri Lanka does not fund or regulate early childhood education
but it has been identified as an area requiring urgent attention. Formal schooling is well
organized in the Sri Lankan education system, but due to the stark contrast between National
Schools directly managed by the central government‟s MoE, and other schools managed by
the provincial councils, with regard to facilities, quality of education and social recognition,
there is heavy competition for National School admissions for Grade 1. Selection for Grade1 entrance is based on a complex formula that gives priority to residents within close
proximity to the school, but also allocates provision for some other categories: for example,
8

children of public servants, workers from overseas, armed forces personnel, and past pupils.
In 2002 Sri Lanka achieved primary enrolment ratios of 97.1% and 95.6% respectively for
boys and girls (National Council for Economic Development n.d.). At Grade 11 students
take GCE Ordinary Level (O/L) examination (equivalent to the UK‟s GCSE) and at Grade
13 they take GCE A/L examination (equivalent to the UK‟s A-levels), which, as is the case
in the UK, are also used for university entrance evaluations.
There are two points of entry for vocational education: after the completion of basic
education at Grade 9 or after the completion of GCE O/L. Tertiary education entry is open to
those with GCE A/L qualification and graduates from technical colleges. The system of
education in Sri Lanka is summarized in Figure 2-1 (adapted from the World Bank 2005).
In funding the education system, the government of Sri Lanka stretches its limits to the
maximum. Not only are there no enrolment fees or tuition fees, but text books and uniforms
required for school education are also provided free of charge. School education is funded
from general taxation and every child's education from grade one to grade thirteen is fully
funded by the government.
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Figure 2-1: Organizational Structure of the Sri Lankan Education and Training System
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2.3 Higher Education System
The HE system in Sri Lanka offers several options for secondary school graduates. UE is
organized under the University Grants Commission (UGC) and mainly consists of two types
of universities, state universities and private universities/institutes. All state universities
apart from the Open University of Sri Lanka (OUSL) are fully state-funded. The OUSL is
partially (around two thirds of its costs) state-funded; it charges a fee to students to cover the
remaining expenses. Most private universities are for-profit institutions offering either an
affiliated foreign university degree, UGC approved degree, or even degrees that are not
approved by the UGC. “Piriven” is another education and HE provider that is also statefunded; this is the traditional education system for Buddhist monks, which has been in
existence since the time of Siddhartha, since about 2560 years ago. The Piriven Act of 1979
formalized this education system in Sri Lanka, and appointed the Piriven Branch of the MoE
as the administrative authority (Kulatunga 2008). The Sri Lanka Law College offers formal
legal education for those wishing to become lawyers. There are also other Professional
Colleges, Non-University Tertiary Education Institutes and Advanced Technical Education
Institutes providing HE opportunities (Nanayakkara and Wijesuriya 2007).

2.3.1 State University Education
There are 18 state-owned universities, which provide HE for nearly 22,000 students per year.
Until recently the state owned universities were all located in proximity to densely populated
urban areas (Appendix - C ). For example, 6 out of the 18 state universities are located in the
district of Colombo, which partially explains the uneven distribution of HE facilities on the
island. In the mid 1990s the government initiated the establishment of new HE institutes in
rural areas such as Oluwil and Rajarata. The UGC governs 15 of the 18 state universities.
The other three state universities are governed by the MoE. Of these three universities,
Kotalawala Defence University provides HE for armed forces personnel while the other two
universities provide HE mainly for the Buddhist clergy.
State universities offer opportunities for postgraduate education that are full fee-levying
programmes; the discussion here concentrates on state university undergraduate degrees.
Entrance to state universities is governed by the UGC (apart from the OUSL) and is
restricted to students gaining minimum entry qualifications (at least simple passes in all three
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approved subjects with a minimum aggregate of 150/300 and a minimum mark of 30% for
the Common General Paper) at the GCE A/L examination (only 3 attempts at the GCE A/L
are allowed for state university entrance). State universities offer undergraduate degree
programmes:


Internal (on-campus) full-time



External (distance learning) full-time or part-time

State university internal education is fully state-funded and the number of available places
for these is limited. As a result there is a high rate of competition to gain access to this
limited number of places. On the other hand, external degree programmes are self-funded,
distance education (DE) programmes that recruit much larger numbers.
The state school education system in Sri Lanka is conducted in official languages (Sinhala
and Tamil) and allows a pupil to study the school curriculum in their mother tongue (Sinhala
or Tamil). Recently English as a medium of education was also introduced in some schools.
Education at university for many disciplines including medicine, engineering, veterinary
science and dentistry are conducted only in the English language.
2.3.1.1 State University – Internal Education
Students who are eligible to apply for state UE do so via the UGC, which is responsible for
the selection of students for the state universities under its control. The UGC utilizes the “Zscore” technique to rank applicants in their disciplines. Z-score is a statistical method to
standardize the marks of different subjects so that they can be compared (Kulatunga 2008).
The minimum Z-score for entrance to a particular course at a state university is calculated by
the UGC, by considering the number of places available in the state university system. The
policy for state university admissions considers the number of students entering university
under a merit scheme (up to 40% of the available places are filled in the order of Z-scores
ranked on an all-island basis), administrative district quotas (up to 55% of the available
places are allocated based on the ratio of population of the district to the population of the
country), and special quotas for under-developed districts due to the lack of educational
facilities in those districts (National Education Commission 2009). Very few places are
allocated under “special provision” for special needs students; students who have excelled in
sports, art and culture; students with foreign qualifications; and personnel enlisted in the
armed forces or police (Kulatunga 2008). These selection criteria are being revised as they
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are regarded as being unfair on students who have studied in districts considered to be
“developed” (National Education Commission 2009). Some degree programmes conducted
by state universities, for example the Bachelor of Architecture programme at the University
of Moratuwa (UoM), select their candidates by considering GCE A/L marks along with an
aptitude test. Apart from these few special courses, there is no means of entering the state
university system other than by obtaining the Z-score specified by the UGC in the highly
competitive GCE A/L examination.
State university internal education is free from enrolment fees or tuition fees and university
hostel accommodation is heavily subsidised. Students with the top all-island ranks in each
discipline are awarded “Mahapola” merit scholarships; needy students can apply for
“Mahapola” scholarships, university bursaries or endowed scholarships, all of which are
financed by the government. Some private organizations also provide scholarships for
selected students. Thus, many students entering state university internal education receive
financial assistance; for example, 52,953 students received government sponsored
scholarships and bursaries in 2009 (University Grants Commission Sri Lanka 2009) while
others mostly depend on parental support. (Note: according to the UGC, 68,768 students
were enrolled in undergraduate programmes in 2009; thus 77% of the students received
some form of financial assistance from the government).
2.3.1.2 State University – Distance Education
The OUSL degrees and external degrees (ED) are the two types of DE offered by state
universities. Assuming DE to have a per capita student cost significantly less than that of
campus-based universities (as many do), the Sri Lankan government has turned to the option
of DE in order to expand HE in Sri Lanka. Under certain conditions, open and distance
learning (ODL) systems have delivered quality education to large numbers at a unit cost
lower than that of conventional education systems (Bates 2005). By analysing the unit cost
(considering both direct and indirect costs) of various degree programmes offered by 44
faculties in Sri Lankan state universities, and comparing them across universities,
Chandrasiri (2003) concluded that the OUSL produced both arts and science graduates at the
lowest cost. Further, Loxley, Ho et al. (2003) state that on average the unit cost of the OUSL
is only 20% of the conventional university system. Therefore one might be able to justify the
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Sri Lankan government's decision to expand the HE system using DE, which is discussed
later in the chapter.

2.3.2 Non-State University Education
Currently state universities are the largest providers of UE in Sri Lanka; however, private
institutes too are actively involved in UE. The government of Sri Lanka has allowed the
private sector to participate in HE provision only since the 1990s.
In providing HE programmes in Sri Lanka, some foreign universities have become affiliated
to Sri Lankan institutions. For example, the Sri Lanka Institute of Information Technology
offers degrees in partnership with foreign universities such as Sheffield Hallam University
and Curtin University of Technology (Sri Lanka Institute of Information Technology 2012),
while the Informatics Institute of Technology offers University of Westminster degrees. The
inclusion of education as a tradable service under the General Agreement of Trade in
Services (GATS) and the increasing demand for HE in the global knowledge economy (KE)
are both factors which have increased private and foreign participation globally, especially in
HE (further discussed in Chapter 3). Sri Lanka‟s need to increase HE opportunities to meet
its vision for the year 2020 (Ministry of Finance and Planning 2010) has encouraged these
types of connections. For example, the University of Salford is planning to offer a full
degree programme in Sri Lanka to train quantity surveyors (Times Higher Education 2011).
However, the high fees in these institutions prevent many students from pursuing a degree.
Due to limited capacity in the state university system, every year many students, 84% of
eligible students and nearly 98% of the relevant age cohort (Kaye 2002), fail to gain a place.
Students who are able to afford foreign HE leave the country and this has become a major
currency outflow for the country. Vision 2020 for Sri Lanka (which is associated with the
UN Millennium Development Goals set for the country) states that
the system [higher education system] still needs to make significant attempts to
ensure access and full participation, raise achievement levels and reduce regional
disparities (Ministry of Finance and Planning 2010, p113).
Its target is to double the number of students entering local universities by 2020 and to
become “the most preferred country for higher education in the Asian subcontinent”
(Ministry of Finance and Planning 2010, p120).
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2.4 Distance Education
Distance education in Sri Lanka has primarily been serving the HE sector and teacher
training since the 1930s and is called „external education‟ or „external studies‟. This
discussion uses the terms external education and DE interchangeably. In the 1970s there
were three institutes providing DE in Sri Lanka: the MoE‟s DE Unit; University of Sri Lanka
- External Service Agency; and the Sri Lanka Institute of Distance Education (SLIDE)
(Coomaraswamy and Abeywardena 2007).

2.4.1 The Open University of Sri Lanka
In 1980, the OUSL was established incorporating the External Service Agency of the
University of Sri Lanka and the SLIDE. The MoE‟s unit for DE (providing teacher training
for graduates) worked in collaboration with the OUSL until 1985. Then the OUSL assumed
the duty of training graduate teachers at a distance from 1985 (Karunanayaka and Wijeratne
2005). The OUSL is dedicated to ODL with the same legal and academic status as any other
Sri Lankan university. Unlike the other state universities, the OUSL is permitted to charge
student fees. Its fee structure is less expensive or „pro-poor‟ (Jamtsho, Rinchen et al. 2010a)
than most of the other HE institutes present on the island and provides educational
opportunities for more than 25,000 students (Samaranayake and Wimalaratne 2007). The
OUSL‟s main campus is located in Nawala – Colombo, but it provides educational
opportunities for students living in all parts of the island through its network of regional
centres (where activities such as registration of students, lectures and practical sessions are
conducted by senior lecturers), and study centres (limited activities co-ordinated by one
officer such as English classes - no senior lecturers involved). It offers a wide variety of
courses ranging from certificates to higher degrees in various disciplines. This allows the
OUSL to cater for the diverse needs of a larger segment of the population: academics,
professionals, employers, students and society at large. OUSL courses are modular and
teaching methods include the use of printed materials, face-to-face sessions („day-schools‟ or
tutorials, lab sessions, workshops and seminars), audio and video recorded materials, email
and online communications between students and lecturers, and a virtual classroom
experience.
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DE in Sri Lanka has greatly contributed to the area of teacher training and development. The
MoE through the National Institute of Education (NIE) provides a teacher training
programme for non-graduate teachers of Science and Mathematics, using DE. Both the NIE
and the OUSL conduct training programmes for graduate teachers. The distance mode of
study is becoming popular with professionals (such as general practitioners, lawyers, and
dentists) with the new online programmes introduced by the OUSL.
The government has identified a need to enhance DE on the island as a means of providing a
UE to the nearly 84% of eligible students who are unable to access existing state university
provision. The national policy framework for HE and technical and vocational education
puts forward a strong argument for the need for new methodologies of educational delivery
such as DE for the optimization of HE opportunities for all who aspire to it (National
Education Commission 2009). Therefore, state universities have been allowed to provide DE
opportunities for undergraduates, especially in the area of IT, which is a discipline
experiencing a high level of demand at present.

2.4.2 External Degree Programmes
State universities have been conducting external degree (ED) programmes for many years
and in 2001 there were more than 166,000 students registered in these programmes (Kaye
2002). The UGC definition of an ED programme through ODL is as follows:
Open and Distance Learning refers to providing learning opportunities in an
environment where there is a separation of teacher in time and/or place and learning
is achieved through the use of a variety of media, including print and electronic
media which requires specialized division of labour in the production and delivery of
courses. Throughout the learning period, two-way communication is maintained
allowing learners and tutors to interact with one another in occasional face-to-face
meetings. Finally, the learning process and outcome are certified by means of
evaluation by a specified institution or agency (Samaranayake 2010, p2).
The Bachelor of Arts degree programme has been the most popular ED programme, but the
newly introduced Bachelor of Business Administration and Bachelor of Information
Technology (BIT) degree programmes are gaining popularity (Kaye 2002).
These ED programmes, in most cases provide very little guidance and support for students.
Most universities merely register external students and conduct ED examinations, resulting in
very high failure rates. Students registered on ED programmes depend on private institutions
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for teaching support, but as these institutions are not regulated their standards are questionable.
The academic standards of EDs have been a concern for years, but little has been done to
improve the situation, resulting in many unemployed ED graduates (Kaye 2002). Consequently
the general public in Sri Lanka commonly associates an ED graduate with unemployment.
A UGC policy circular in October 2010 (Samaranayake 2010) outlined a new policy framework
and directives to rectify this long-standing issue. It also ordered all universities and other HE
institutes to discontinue new ED intakes until adherence to the directives was guaranteed. This
new policy limits the number of students that can be admitted to an ED programme to two times
the internal intake for the same programme. This limit on admission reduces the number of
students being admitted to UE, possibly contradicting the government‟s policy of increasing and
widening access to UE (National Education Commission 2009). However, if it leads to
improvements in graduation rates it could lead to a higher number of graduates as opposed to
entrants, the latter being a higher number currently. It might also reduce the number of
unemployed ED graduates. The circular mandates the degree certificate to indicate that the
degree was obtained by external study. This circular, together with the government vision for
2020 (Ministry of Finance and Planning 2010) and the strategies adopted in the national Poverty
Reduction Strategy Plan (PRSP) required by the World Bank of borrowing countries, highlights
the importance of quality assurance and providing learner support. Hence it is hoped that these
directives will overcome the shortcomings of the current ED system.

It is hoped that the task of providing learner support in ED programmes can be accomplished
with the use of ICTs. For example, the University of Colombo School of Computing
(UCSC) introduced a BIT programme in distance mode, which provides eLearning support
through its online Learning Management System (LMS), a weekly TV programme
(broadcast by TV Lanka), and a web portal to access study materials and CD-based content
(University of Colombo School of Computing 2006). UoM, the pioneer in engineering
education in Sri Lanka introduced a BIT ED programme in 2007, which provides the option
to study the programme fully online.
The government of Sri Lanka has been laying the foundation for the use of educational
technology to increase and widen access to UE through many projects. In 2001 the World
Bank funded the establishment of a Distance Learning Centre (DLC) in Colombo, with stateof-art video conferencing and multimedia lab facilities. Today the DLC provides global
17

knowledge sharing and learning opportunities through the Global Development Learning
Network (World Bank 2003a).

2.5 Conclusion
Sri Lanka, although a developing country, has a medium level of human development and
has achieved nearly universal primary education. There is an acute shortage of affordable
university education opportunities in Sri Lanka thus creating fierce competition for places in
the state university system. Due to its poor quality the current system of external or distance
education has failed to fulfil this unmet need. The government is seeking avenues to increase
and widen access to quality university education and technology-mediated distance
education is looked upon favourably.
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3 Globalization and the Knowledge Economy
3.1 Introduction
This chapter focuses on the contemporary processes of globalization in relation to the rise of
the „knowledge society‟, and situates Sri Lanka‟s policy initiatives within the broader
context, orienting itself towards meeting the labour market needs of the knowledge economy
(KE). It discusses contemporary perspectives on globalization and relates this discussion to
the issue of inequality. This is followed by a discussion of globalization and the
transformation of work in the „Network Society‟. The role of higher education (HE) within
the context of the KE is considered and linked with HE policy development in Sri Lanka.

3.2 Contemporary Globalization
The advancement of technologies, especially Information and Communication Technologies
(ICTs) has facilitated globalization with McLuhan predicting a „Global Village‟ back in the
1960s (McLuhan 2001). However, the concept of time-space compression is found even
earlier in Marx‟s writing.
[W]hile capital must on one side strive to tear down every [..] barrier [..] to exchange
and conquer the whole earth for its market, it strives on the other side to annihilate
this space with time, i.e. to reduce to a minimum the time spend in motion from one
place to another (Marx 1973, p539).
Advanced ICTs (including media) bring distant parties together, reducing the time lag via
improved international communication by providing a virtually real-time experience.
Although interconnectedness is one important feature of globalization it is not the only
defining factor. However, since some still misleadingly view increasing connectedness in
this way (that is as the sole defining factor of globalization) (Robertson and White 2007), it
is important to analyse current definitions of globalization in order to provide a textured
understanding of globalization in the contemporary world.
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3.2.1 Defining Globalization
Giddens (1990) defines globalization as:
the intensification of worldwide social relations which link distant localities in such a
way that local happenings are shaped by events occurring many miles away and vice
versa (Giddens 1990, p64).
He highlights the intensification of global relations and their impact on distant localities.
Another view is that:
globalization can be thought of as a process (or set of processes) which embodies a
transformation in the spatial organization of social relations and transactions –
assessed in terms of their extensity, intensity, velocity and impact – generating
transcontinental or interregional flows and networks of activity, interaction and the
exercise of power [original emphasis] (Held, McGrew et al. 1999, p16).
Here, Held et al. address four features, which they call „spatio-temporal‟ dimensions of
globalization: extensity (stretching), intensity, velocity, and impact.
Robertson argues that
globalization as a concept refers both to the compression of the world and the
intensification of consciousness of the world as a whole (Robertson 1992, p8).
Robertson‟s conception of globalization highlights two major tendencies, namely,
interconnectedness and consciousness. For example the tsunami which devastated the coastal
areas of Asia in 2004 also had a massive impact on distant localities. The video broadcasts
over media networks of the death, devastation and most of all, of the grievous plight of the
victims struggling for their lives, raised consciousness and a massive collection of
humanitarian aid because the impact of the catastrophe was felt globally.
Several features of globalization that are highlighted in the three definitions above are: new
formations and the increase of established social networks and actions; strengthening and
speeding up of activities and exchanges; growth and widening of social interactions,
activities, and interdependence; increasing consciousness of social interdependence and
interactions (Steger 2003). Thus, globalization can be defined as a set of complex processes
that create, increase, extend, and intensify the interdependence and exchanges of the world
as a whole. It also encourages awareness of strong and complicated connections between the
local and distant thus impacting on global consciousness.
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3.2.2 Schools of Thought
Three broad schools of thought dominate the conceptualization of globalization:
hyperglobalizers; the sceptics; and the transformationalists (Held, McGrew et al. 1999;
Steger 2003). Hyperglobalizers conceptualize globalization predominantly as an economic
logic, where boundaries of nation states are challenged by increasing world trade, global
financial markets and transnational corporations. The hyperglobalizers’ version of
globalization leads to economic and political decentralization or „denationalization‟, where
nation states have very little influence as they have to face more powerful local, regional,
and global governance. Hyperglobalizers argue that the previously conceived North-South
divide is an „anachronism‟ as the new forms of division of labour replace traditional coreperiphery hierarchical structures; they advocate the emergence of a „global civilization‟ with
a global governance (Held, McGrew et al. 1999). The World Bank (WB), the World Trade
Organization (WTO), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and the governments of
wealthy countries have emphasised this version of globalization, which has overshadowed
other conceptualizations of it.
The sceptical thesis of globalization draws on historical and statistical evidence of world
trade, investments, and labour, and argues that globalization disguises the reality of the
international economy, which is increasingly „regionalized‟, with three major regions,
namely, Europe, North America and Asia-Pacific. Sceptics rely on perfectly integrated world
markets to denote globalization (Steger 2003); as these have not yet been achieved, they
reject the notion of globalization as a myth. They hold that nation states remain powerful in
regulating international economic activities. The sceptics‟ conception of globalization
recognizes the inequality and hierarchy in the world economy. They argue that the
internationalization of the world economy has not accommodated a weakening of the NorthSouth division; rather, it has created increased economic flows within the North, excluding
the rest of the world. Thus, sceptics argue that the increasing marginalization of the Third
World may inspire fundamentalism and aggressive nationalism, instead of contributing to the
„global civilization‟ that hyper globalists envisage.
Transformationalists view globalization as the thrust that has caused unprecedented changes
in contemporary society. They observe that societies across the globe are adapting to a more
interconnected and highly uncertain world as a consequence of globalization. While some
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societies are increasingly networked and absorbed into the global order, others are
marginalized. Transformationalists acknowledge that this marginalization of core-periphery
is no longer a geographical distinction, but a social division nested within the world
economy. Furthermore, they argue that globalization has altered the conventional forms of
inclusion-exclusion of countries to a hierarchy that has infiltrated all societies and regions in
the world (Held, McGrew et al. 1999). Transformationalists view state governments as the
ultimate legal power, but with increasing obligations to international law, which in turn,
transforms state power.
As discussed so far, the world view of globalization is shaped mainly by these schools of
thought. Of these, the hyperglobalists‟ position represents predominant conceptualizations,
as the neoliberal policies advocated by the WB, the IMF and the WTO have had lasting
impacts on the world. Thus, two forms of imaginations of globalization „globalization-fromabove‟ and „globalization-from-below‟ have emerged.

3.2.3 Globalization-from-above
Globalization-from-above appropriates resources from locals and the natural environment to
support the wealthy and powerful in increasing their position. Hence, it is argued that it
reflects and distributes consumer culture led by developed states, transnational corporations,
and political elites, and allows powerful states and corporations domination of the rest
(Brecher, Childs et al. 1993). Falk (1993, p39) claims that globalization from above:
is the New World Order, whether depicted as a geopolitical project of the US
government or as a technological and marketing project of large scale capital,
epitomized by Disney theme parks and franchise capitalism (McDonalds, Hilton,
Hertz).
Ritzer‟s (2003; 2004) concept of „grobalization‟ is also similar to that of globalization-fromabove, which focuses on the spread of the market economy and Americanization throughout
the world. As Stiglitz‟s (2002) analysis demonstrates, this domination of the West has
caused widespread discontent, which is perceived as a consequence of globalization. In
explaining this further, it is important to view historical events that have led to the market
domination of the United States (US). This was due in particular to the relatively little
damage experienced by the US industries during the Second World War, as opposed to other
major industrial powers (Wallerstein 2000). With the establishment of the UN, the IMF, and
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the WB, the US was able to influence the world political order. The IMF operates a quota
system of contributions to its funds and therefore the share of power is largely based on the
size of economy of a country. The power held by the US in IMF decisions due to its high
contributions to the funds is highlighted by Harvey (2003) according to whom “the IMF is
the United States” (Harvey 2003, p72). In the aftermath of the Second World War, during
the „Cold War‟ period, a de facto US Zone and Soviet Zone divided the world into two
regions, where the then super powers remained militarily within their regions and
contributed to the rebuilding of these regions. However, the Third World was largely left
out of this rebuilding effort (Wallerstein 2000). The US enjoyed demand from Europe and
Japan; but as industries in these regions recovered, the US had to compete for markets and in
order to be profitable it needed to expand its reach.
The WTO advocates trade liberalization for its member countries. Due to power inequalities
between trading nations, instead of liberalizing trade of all products, it has liberalized trade
sectors where the powerful nations have a competitive advantage; thus capturing markets
and destroying small businesses in local markets in the developing world. The global media
have also helped the distribution of Western consumer culture around the world. The
aggressive advertising campaigns of Western brands have infiltrated the consumer markets
of the developing world. Increased dependence on imported items and soaring fuel prices in
the 1970s forced many developing countries to seek assistance from the IMF. These loans
obtained at preferential interest rates were accompanied by the Structural Adjustment
Policies (SAP) with a set of conditions stipulated by the IMF that were dictated largely by
the US government and other leading countries in the West, which eroded the nation state‟s
supremacy in controlling its own territorial governance. Along with mis-governance (e.g.
corruption, wrong choices) and protracted civil wars/conflicts, the SAPs caused deterioration
in the living conditions of the poor (further discussion presented in section 3.3 Globalization
and Inequality). In this sense, Brecher, Costello et.al (2000) argue that globalization-fromabove has reversed the postcolonialism movement that led to the economic independence of
the Third World countries, heading back to an era where the former imperialist powers have
regained dominance over these countries within the global economy.
Globalization-from-above tends to homogenize the world by dispersing Western popular
culture and consumer culture around the world. For example, teenagers around the world eat
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from McDonalds, drink Coca-Cola, and wear Nike clothes; teenagers of the Third World
flock to second-hand shops and counterfeit producers in search of „designer‟ items.
3.2.3.1 Glocalization
Robertson (1992), on the other hand, observes the heterogeneity of globalization and
proposes a different view of globalization. Robertson argues that:
we need to develop images of the global whole which allow for the continuation of
the pattern of globalization under greatly changed conditions. We also need, inter
alia, to see where individuals and constructions of the individual as well as human
kind, fit into the picture [original emphasis] (Robertson 1992, p5).
Robertson presents the idea of „glocalization‟, which is the blending of the global with the
local to create a unique outcome (Robertson 1995). The fast food giant McDonalds‟
adjustment to the Sri Lankan setting (where rice is the staple food) by introducing McRice is
an example of glocalization. The concept of glocalization encompasses a „postmodern‟ view
of the process of globalization and its cultural dimension. The postmodern view here refers
to the multiplicity of views and expressions, which includes the discursive range of artefacts,
performances, and technologies (such as the Internet and social media); this might seem like
a collage. Globalization-from-below, which emerged to resist globalization-from-above, can
be used to explain this postmodern perspective of globalization.

3.2.4 Globalization-from-below
The idea of globalization-from-below challenges the earlier discussed homogenization effort.
It is
an array of transnational social forces animated by environmental concerns, human
rights, hostility to patriarchy, and a vision of human community based on the unity of
diverse cultures seeking an end to poverty, oppression, humiliation, and collective
violence (Falk 1993, p39).
Protests from Seattle to Genoa in the late 1990s and early 2000s against the neoliberal
globalization advocated by the WTO, attracted students, feminists, human rights groups,
farmers, and ordinary people all believing in moral principles of equity and social justice, as
well as supporting fair trade, international labour issues, human rights, women‟s issues and
the protection of the environment (Brecher, Costello et al. 2000; Klein 2002; Steger 2003).
Therefore, globalization-from-below is biased towards a one-world community, which
advocates a better future for all. Ordinary people around the world participated in these
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protests to articulate their needs and interests as their governments, handicapped by
conditions imposed by the IMF-led neoliberals of the West, were unable to protect them
(Brecher, Costello et al. 2000). Advanced ICTs including the Internet have helped to link
these groups and to unite them for the common belief they held (Steger 2003).
Reasons for the formation of such movements to resist globalization are diverse, but they all
have one theme in common; instead of the promised „better future for all‟, globalization
through the pursuit of neoliberal economic policies by agencies such as the WB and the
WTO has caused increased volatility, reduction in social welfare, exploitation, and
oppression. The destructive competition brought by globalization is now advocating a “race
to the bottom” or a levelling down of living standards for the majority of people. For
example, when Brazil devalued its currency in 1999, more than 60 manufacturers in
Argentina moved to Brazil to reduce their production costs and enjoy the tax breaks; similar
incidents have happened between the US and Canada, where Canadian manufacturers have
moved to the US to benefit from the corporate tax relief (Brecher, Costello et al. 2000). This
destructive competition between countries drags down the wages and working conditions
within countries as corporations are looking to maximize profits by minimizing costs.
Moreover, this race to the bottom has also degraded the environment as governments are
competing to attract investors by lowering environment protection standards. This downward
pressure of globalization has specifically affected marginalized groups such as women,
indigenous people, migrants, and minorities who are less able to resist; in fact, in many
regions women are exposed to greater levels of exploitation and are also affected by the
reduction of welfare services. As can be seen in the discussion below, increased polarization
of wealth distribution has made the rich richer and the poor poorer. Amidst these,
democratically elected governments‟ authority has been undermined by trade agreements
and global financial institutions (Brecher, Costello et al. 2000). Thus, globalization-frombelow could be seen as a collective critical response to these issues that affect the grassroots
of society all around the world; most profoundly by the inequality globalization has caused.

3.3 Globalization and Inequality
Different forms of inequality within and across nations have always existed: economic,
political, institutional, and power. Whether globalization has intensified or weakened these
inequalities is an ongoing debate. There are optimistic scholars who view globalization as a
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force for weakening global inequalities and increasing the standards of living for all
(Friedman 2006), while many others view it as an inequality intensifier (Castells 2000b;
Dickson 2001; Stiglitz 2002; Steger 2003; Beck 2007). The discussion below draws attention
to both the inequalities between countries as well as the inequalities within countries.

3.3.1 Power
Global political discourses highlight the disparity of power among different states in the
world. The nation states created after decolonization have not gained the same status as the
imperial powers. For example, it is argued that the state formation in the Middle East is
acknowledged to have undermined Arab interests and imposed an order that satisfied the
interests of British and French imperial powers (Harvey 2003). Since the 1970s developing
countries have increasingly demanded equal status in the global political arena, requesting
more equal representation in the UN Security Council and the WTO, but they have had little
or no success (Hurrell and Woods 1999).
New rules and norms, whether about investment, military security, environmental
management, or social policy, are being made by those countries with the power to
shape outcomes and to control international institutions. Less powerful states are,
even more than in the past, becoming „rule-takers‟ (Hurrell and Woods 1999, p1).
As stated earlier, the SAPs imposed on the borrowing countries by the WB/IMF have caused
unprecedented suffering for the poor in the developing world. Stiglitz (2002) demonstrates
how the enforcement of „one size fits all‟ policies of the IMF has violated the democratic
rights of people in the developing world. He argues that forcing governments to liberalize
banking sectors, without proper legislations or competent players, had resulted in a lack of
credit for farmers, causing a chain reaction of reduced food production, increased food prices
and starvation.

3.3.2 Trade Agreements
As argued earlier, there is evidence to suggest that equal opportunities for world trade do not
exist.
The Western countries have pushed for poor countries to eliminate trade barriers, but
kept up their own barriers, preventing developing countries from exporting their
agricultural products and so depriving them of desperately needed export income
(Stiglitz 2002, p6).

26

The Uruguay round of trade agreements (from 1986 to 1994) within the WTO, promised
trade liberalization that would benefit all countries; however the final agreement drawn up
was biased against the interests of the developing world. This set of trade negotiations
achieved 45% reduction in trade barriers on items exported by industrialized countries, while
achieving only 20-25% reduction on items exported by developing countries (Woods 1999).
As tariffs for processed goods produced by developing countries such as leather and textile
fibre are high, these countries get locked into primary commodity production, which suffers
from volatile demand and price declines. Developed countries also use non-tariff barriers
such as quotas, to discourage imports from developing countries. Their heavily subsidised
agricultural production causes problems for developing countries as the imposed barriers
prevent developing countries‟ produce entering these markets, and thus reducing the quantity
that can be sold; because the produce has to be sold in existing markets, the price drops. In
2002, more than half of the world trade was between industrialized countries; thus, Begg et.
al (2005) conclude that “[w]orld trade is organized around the rich countries” (Begg, Fischer
et al. 2005).
The Uruguay round of trade negotiations imposed another major barrier which affected
developing countries with the agreement on Trade Related Aspects of Intellectual Property
Rights (TRIPS). The globalization of intellectual property principles greatly benefited the
US. For the developing world it was another major blow for their development as:
[i]ntellectual property rights are a source of authority and power over informational
resources on which the many depend – information in the form of chemical formulae,
the DNA in plants and animals, the algorithms that underpin digital technologies and
the knowledge in books and electronic databases. These resources matter to
communities, to regions and to the development of states (Drahos and Braithwaite
2002, p12-13).
Drahos and Braithwaite (2002) view this move of the developed world as creating
“information feudalism”. South Africa‟s battle against pharmaceutical giants to provide
affordable drugs to people affected with Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS)
demonstrated the extent to which these intellectual property principles have affected the lives
of the poor in the developing world. Education in developing countries is another major
sector affected by TRIPS, as text books, computer software, and publications are now
guarded by intellectual property laws. Pleas to formulate a fair agreement for developing
countries are yet to be heard. The Free Software Foundation is one effort to challenge the
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domination of intellectual property-led private firms in the software market; the initiation of
low-cost editions of publications (to be sold in developing countries) is another such effort.
Member countries of the WTO signed the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS)
in 1995, which aimed to progressively liberalize the service sector (de Siqueira 2005).
Education is a service included in this negotiation. The GATS promotes profit-oriented
participation, competition and other free market characteristics and the application of these
principles to education is likely to reduce it to another commodity traded in the market.
Clauses in the GATS prohibit differential treatment for national or international providers;
thus it is difficult for developing countries to compete on fair ground. De Siqueira (2005)
argues that even national regulations and publicly funded education could be challenged as
“barriers” to free market competition under the agreement. Thus de Siqueira (2005)
concludes that:
[t]he GATS regulation of education can jeopardise the sovereignty and autonomy of
nations on a path that can lead to the loss [of] cultural diversity and local values;
thus, hampering countries and their people‟s lives while reinforcing homogeneity and
making room for a new form of cultural/educational colonialism [information in
brackets added].
The next section examines income and wealth inequalities within and across countries.

3.3.3 Income and Wealth
Inequality in income and wealth affects the affordability of food, education, health, and other
necessities. It is vital to make a distinction between inequality and polarization in order to
understand the effects of globalization on wealth distribution. Inequality is the uneven
distribution of wealth while polarization is the process of faster growth of inequality in the
top and bottom segments with respect to wealth distribution (Castells 1999b).
The difference in income between the 20% of the people living in the richest and the poorest
countries reached 74:1 in 1997, increasing from 60:1 in 1990 and 30:1 in 1960 (UNDP
1999).
[G]lobalization today has already both widened the gap between the richest and
poorest countries, and further increased division within, and across, societies (Held,
McGrew et al. 2001, p46).
These divisions surface in many forms such as in the economy, in technologies, in education
and in health; for example, in wealthy countries tertiary education enrolment rates rose from
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2.2% in the 1960s to 59% in 2002, as opposed to a microscopic increase of from 1.3% to 4%
in developing countries (UNESCO 2005). This widening gulf between developing and
developed countries is also fuelled by the inequality in ICTs. For example, in 2002-2003 the
personal computer usage rate per 1000 of the population was 284 in high income countries;
for low income countries it was only 7 (World Bank 2006b). Dordick and Wang (1993, p5)
summarise the dilemma of developing countries:
[p]lagued by barriers of poverty, poor health, low life expectancy, illiteracy, and little
access to tertiary education, emerging countries must compete with advanced
countries in a highly competitive global market place. What does the information
society mean to them? Economic growth in the least developed nations of the world
has stagnated or has been increasing very, very slowly. The gap between the
developed and lesser-developed nations continues to widen annually.
Although China and India are identified as achievers of globalization (Friedman 2006),
inequality of income distribution within them are considerable. For example, China‟s income
disparity measured by the Gini coefficient (a statistical measure where a value of 0 expresses
perfect equality and a value of 1 expresses maximal inequality) has steadily increased; it was
0.33 in 1980, 0.40 in 1994, and 0.46 in 2000 (Chang 2002). Moreover, during the past two
decades, an increasing trend of income inequality was observed between countries while
inequalities within countries show a mixed record. Polarization has been increasing in every
region (Castells 1999b). The stark contrast between the two regions, developed and
developing, with respect to economic, technological, educational, and health opportunities, is
likely to urge mobility from developing to developed countries.
3.3.3.1 Migration
Migration has always been an important global process of social mobility; population
growth, environmental problems, and poverty are important push forces of migration, while
the demand for speciality labour has been a major pull factor (King 1995). However, there
are barriers imposed on migration. The flow of skilled and educated workers, or brain drain,
happens mainly due to intellectual unemployment and a sharp difference in real wages (King
1995). This high-skilled migration, particularly in the health sector, may have an adverse
impact on developing countries, especially where graduate education is publicly funded. For
example, Pakistan loses one third of its medical school graduates, while Ghana loses two
thirds (World Bank 2006a). Some countries encourage skilled migration; for example,
China, Cuba, India, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, and Vietnam train workers for migration.
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Remittances, relieving pressure in the job market, development of wealthy diasporas, and the
expectation of the return of migrants with improved skills have lead to such policies (World
Bank 2006a), but it is also observed that the issue of brain drain is rarely considered
explicitly in policy formation (World Bank 2002). Statistics for the year 2000 revealed that
Sri Lanka was in an alarming state, where the incidence of brain drain (the number of
migrated tertiary educated adults to the number of tertiary educated adults in the country)
was as high as 40-50% (Ghose, Majid et al. 2008). Remittance to developing countries from
migrant workers is often more than twice the amount given in international aid. In Sri Lanka,
migrant remittance is greater than the value of the tea exports (World Bank 2006a). The
Poverty Reduction Strategy Plan (PRSP) of Sri Lanka, stresses the importance of overseas
employment; it proposes the initiation of private sector training institutes to train workers
and the promotion of software and ICT-enabled industries to generate overseas employment
(Government of Sri Lanka 2002).
The long-term gains of migration are supported by the „brain gain‟ concept, which states that
the emigrated intellectual elite of developing countries are a prospective source for the
socioeconomic development of the home country (Hunger 2002). India and China are the
widely cited examples. Comparing the amount of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) attracted
by India and China, Dahlman and Utz (2005) show that the wealthy Chinese diasporas
helped to secure FDIs for China through remittances and trade links. Arora and Athreye
(2002) argue that the success of the software industry in India was due to strong links with
major external markets. Indian Diasporas in Western countries, especially in the US, have
provided the necessary networking to overcome the barriers for the emerging Indian
software industry. This demonstrates that not only remittances but also the networking and
technology that the diasporas offer is valuable for economic growth in the home country
(Arora and Athreye 2002; Lucas 2005). In this sense, migrations carry both advantages and
disadvantages for developing countries.
In the globalized context, not only wealth but also labour markets become polarized; hence,
an emergence of a “primary labour market” and a “secondary labour market” is evident in
many contexts (King 1995), even within countries (Klein 2002). With respect to migrants,
the primary labour market comprises of skilled and highly trained professional migrants,
while the secondary labour market consists of insecure, poorly-paid, and often part-time
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employment for unskilled workers. Although there are restrictions for migration, these are
selective; thus allowing the „capable‟ to seek better opportunities by migrating while
restricting others. In observing labour market changes it is vital to understand the concept of
the „Network Society‟ that theorizes contemporary changes in society.

3.4 The Network Society
In Castells‟ (2000b) theory of the „Network Society‟, ICTs are recognized as an intensive
and facilitating force for globalization. In fact, one could argue that he has placed too much
emphasis on technology as he writes that “technology is society” [original emphasis]
(Castells 2000b, p5). Castells argues that
[a] network society is a society whose social structure is made of networks powered
by microelectronics-based information and communication technologies (Castells
2004, p3).
Castells‟ analysis of the Network Society also demonstrates how capitalism and its dynamics
have changed the social world. The significance of the theory lies in viewing technological
changes as one of the main causal determinants of the contemporary process of
globalization. Castells, in fact, introduces the notion of „information capitalism‟, the
“capitalist retooling using the power of [..] technology” (Robinson 2007, p132),
demonstrating the impact of technology on capitalism.
Castells observes changes in ICTs since the l970s as leading to „informationalism.‟
Informationalism is a technological paradigm based on the augmentation of the
human capacity of information processing and communication made possible by the
revolutions in microelectronics, software, and genetic engineering (Castells 2004,
p9).
Informationalism has three distinct characteristics: self-expansion, recombination and
flexibility. Computers are the basis for developing new and more powerful computers, and
this property is described by self-expansion. The property of recombination can be observed
through the modularity of information technologies that allow them to be used in the
construction of new technologies. Digitized information can be distributed in different ways
to different devices using different technologies demonstrating flexibility (Stalder 2006).
In his theorization of the Network Society, Castells identified three processes whose
interaction activated this new social structure, namely: crisis and restructuring of
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industrialism; freedom oriented cultural and social movements; and the ICT revolution. In
analysing this new social structure, Castells examines globalization and claims that
approaching it with its economic dimension provides a better understanding (Castells
1999b). Castells analyses economic globalization placing emphasis on the change of spatial
organization of production, leading to the concept of spaces of flows. He examines the
internationalization of the economy through global financial markets; networked enterprise;
and the individualization of work (this will be revisited) to provide evidence of changes in
the economic sphere. He defines „global economy‟ as the “capacity to work as a unit in real
time, or chosen time, on a planetary scale” (Castells 2000b, p101). According to Castells, an
„informational, global and networked‟ economy emerged only in the last quarter of the
twentieth century; he argues that the world economy has transformed into a global economy
due to advances in ICTs as well as deregulation and liberalization policies.
Castells defines a network as a set of interconnected nodes, which does not have a
designated centre, but may have a hierarchy. „Network Enterprise‟ is a “specific form of
enterprise whose system of means is constituted by the intersection of segments of
autonomous systems of goals” [original emphasis] (Castells 2000b, p187); it is a key
institution of the global economy. This networked form of social organization is also present
in various forms in different cultural and institutional environments, varying from
government military and political networks to criminal or terrorist networks. Their
operations are supported by ICTs and their survival depends on the ability to assimilate
information as well as innovate. Networks, due to their flexibility, scalability and
survivability, are better suited to dynamic and turbulent environments than hierarchical
structures, while communications within and reconfiguration of such networks can be highly
efficient. However, one thing that requires emphasis is that:
the most critical distinction in this organizational logic is to be or not to be in the
network. Be in the network, and you can share and, over time, increase your
chances. Be out of the network, or become switched off, and your chances vanish
since everything that counts is organized around a worldwide web of interacting
networks [emphasis added] (Castells 1999b, p6).
Here, Castells indicates the risk of exclusion for some members of the network. This is an
important element in his analysis, which will recur during the discussion.
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The wealth of nations is determined by their long-term productivity, where technology is a
major contributor; according to Giddens (1990), wealth is a factor that affects a nation‟s
ability to be influential in global politics. Since the informational economy is characterized
by self-expansion, nations lacking technology are at great risk of being marginalized in the
process of globalization. Therefore, the role of ICTs is vital in stimulating development in
the age of informational capitalism. Castells uses the metaphor of a double edged sword to
demonstrate its implications. ICTs on one hand, allow
countries to leapfrog stages of economic growth by being able to modernize their
production systems and increase their competitiveness faster than in the past. [..] On
the other hand, for those economies that are unable to adapt to the new technological
system, their retardation becomes cumulative (Castells 1999b, p3).
In order to utilize technology to leapfrog stages of economic growth and to compete in the
global informational economy, a country should have human capital with relevant skills and
knowledge; conversely, countries that do not possess this characteristic face the threat of
being marginalized. Thus, to excel in the globalized world, human capital with relevant skills
(such as IT skills and international language skills) as well as knowledge, are crucial
(Rassool 2012). The type of work and employment observed in the contemporary world is
very different to that of previous times; in fact, Castells argues that
[t]he most fundamental divide in the network society [...] is between selfprogrammable labor and generic labor (Castells 2009, p30).
This is further explored in the next section in connection with the rise of the knowledge
economy.

3.5 Knowledge Economy and Transformation of Work
The contemporary world economy is identified by some as the knowledge economy (KE), to
demonstrate the vital use of knowledge in the production and innovation process (David and
Foray 2003). The term „knowledge-based economy‟ or „knowledge economy‟ is intended to
signify a change from the economies of earlier periods due to: accelerated production and
dissemination of knowledge; increased importance of intangible capital; success of
innovation; revolution in technologies for knowledge and information production and
dissemination (David and Foray 2003). Due to the accelerated production of knowledge, the
level of depreciation is also high.
The WB (2008, p16) defines KE as an economy
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that creates, disseminates, and uses knowledge to enhance its growth and
development. [..] A successful knowledge economy is characterized by close links
between science and technology, greater importance placed on innovation for
economic growth and competitiveness, increased significance of education, and
lifelong learning and greater investment in intangibles such as R&D [research and
development], software, and education.
In a KE, production and services are primarily based on knowledge-intensive activities and
there is a heavier dependence on intellectual capabilities than on physical inputs or natural
resources (Powell and Snellman 2004); but it does not imply an economy consisting only of
high-tech industries. This KE favours a new type of labour that is: individually responsible,
flexible, autonomous, and multi-skilled. Requirement for unskilled labour is not eliminated;
however, those routine works are increasingly automated, relocated, or outsourced (Klein
2002).

3.5.1 Generic-Work and Knowledge-Work
When industrial production began, the production process depended on routine labour,
which had very little control over the work process and required little craft skills or
knowledge (Rassool 1999). Transformation of work during the periods 1920-1970 and 19701990 for the industrialized countries indicate that during the first period, as the countries
became post-agricultural, their manufacturing labour force increased, especially in the case
of Japan where it increased from 16.6% in 1920 to 26% in 1970. The second period marked
post-industrialization or de-industrialization where employment in manufacturing reduced,
for example, in the UK manufacturing employment was reduced from 38.7% in 1970 to
22.5% in 1990 (Castells 2000b). However, this decrease in the manufacturing labour force in
the industrialized countries was matched by an increase in manufacturing labour in other
parts of the world, due to the relocation of factories from developed economies to
developing economies.
This generic routine work in mass manufacturing is closely supervised and controlled;
therefore basic literacy, numeracy, and discipline are adequate for this work. Increasingly,
women enter the labour market into generic work, especially in the Export Processing Zones
(EPZs) in the developing world, as flexible and low wage employees (Carnoy 1999). Not
only women, but also ethnic minorities and illegal immigrants are seen to be locked into
generic work (van Dijk 1999). Many developing countries such as Indonesia, China,
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Vietnam, Mexico, the Philippines and Sri Lanka have established EPZs to produce garments,
toys, shoes, electronics, and machinery for overseas clients employing thousands of young
female workers. Routine work can be automated; the decreasing cost of automation allows
manufacturers to eliminate routine work through automation. As manufacturers are
competing in the global market, this generic labour has to compete with the decreasing unit
costs of automated production. The global shift in interest from production to branding has
squeezed production budgets even further; thus, wages and work conditions of these routine
workers have degenerated in real terms. Describing her experience in Cavite, the largest
free-trade zone in the Philippines, Klein (2002) explains:
manufacturing is concentrated and isolated inside the zone as if it were toxic waste:
pure, 100 percent production at low, low prices. [..] Inside, it‟s obvious that the row
of factories, [..] has been carefully planned to squeeze the maximum amount of
production out of this swath of land. Windowless workshops made of cheap plastic
and aluminium siding are crammed in next to each other, only a feet apart. Racks of
time cards bake in the sun, making sure the maximum amount of work is extracted
from each worker, the maximum number of working hours extracted from each day
(Klein 2002, p 203-4).
These factories are important job creators for developing countries. Consequently
governments are reluctant to impose labour laws and stringent checks on health and safety
measures. Without the protection of labour unions and governments, worker exploitation is
inevitable. Reduced government spending guided by neoliberal policies has also reduced
state welfare for this segment of the population. Therefore, generic workers are more and
more at a disadvantage in the contemporary world of work.
In his text “Knowledge Production and Distribution in the US,” Machlup (1962, p9)
proposed the hypothesis that
new technological knowledge tends to result in shifts of demand from physical
labour to „brain workers‟.
Drucker (1970) predicted the need for effective executives or „knowledge workers.‟ What
Castells (2004) calls „self-programmable labour‟ is closely related to the same concept.
According to Castells, self-programmable labour has the ability to autonomously work on an
assigned goal by searching and locating relevant information and assimilating them into
knowledge that can be incorporated to achieve the assigned goal. Hence, they both
concentrate on the capacity of the worker to work individually towards an assigned goal,

35

overcoming difficulties by taking independent decisions based on the available knowledge.
Beck (2000) identifies the „privileged‟ role of knowledge workers in the new society.
[T]he most important feature of this new society will be the centrality of knowledge
as an economic resource. Knowledge, not work, will become the source of social
wealth; and „knowledge workers‟ who have the capacity to translate specialized
knowledge into profit-producing innovations (products, technological and
organizational innovations, etc) will become the privileged group in society (Beck
2000, p40).
Academics are a good example of knowledge workers. Due to their advanced interventions
in research projects, even their colleagues may not be able to supervise them; they produce
knowledge, ideas, and information. Writers, journalists, consultants, broadcasters, and
software developers are other examples of knowledge workers. ICTs provide a wealth of
information that can be harnessed by these professionals. Thus, they are able to divorce
themselves from an employer and maintain a portfolio of work. This provides them with the
capacity to work when and where they choose, allowing them greater flexibility and
productivity. However, the risk of not finding interesting assignments to work on will exist;
but, the greater the strength of the portfolio, the more likely individuals are to be awarded
beneficial work. For example, consultants with experience operating as freelancers are able
to avoid large overheads associated with consulting firms, thus, finding it much more
beneficial for them.
Moreover, there is a critical difference between knowledge work and generic work.
The critical quality in differentiating these two kinds of labor is education, and the
capacity of accessing higher levels of education; that is, embodied knowledge and
information (Castells 2000a, p372).
Skills obtained in performing a job get outdated, especially in this KE because of the rapid
rate of technological advances. For example, the „occupational half-life‟ (the period of time
for one-half of a worker‟s skills to become obsolete) is estimated to have changed from 7-14
years to 3-5 years (Employment and Training Administration 1989). But the learning skills
acquired through education provides the ability to learn new skills, allowing educated
workers to adjust to changing environments. Therefore, it could be argued that education is
the key quality of labour required in this new economy (Castells 2000a; Dahlman and Utz
2005). As the economy moves towards knowledge-intensive production, the competitiveness
of corporations depends on the knowledge and skills of their workforce (Brown, Green et al.
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2001). As a result, unlike earlier, great emphasis is placed on lifelong learning to enhance the
skills of working adults. For example:
[w]hen America was an agrarian economy, education for young people between
seven and fourteen was sufficient to last the fourty [sic] years of a working life. In
the industrial economy, the age range of students expanded to between five and
twenty-two. In the information economy, the rapid pace of technological change
means that education must be updated throughout our working lives [information in
brackets added] (Davis and Botkin 1994, p16).
Thus, lifelong learning today is increasingly becoming the norm.

3.5.2 Flexible Labour
As mentioned earlier another major development in the global economy is the increasing
demand for flexible labour. The blurring of boundaries for competitors in the global
economy has intensified competition; the rise of „network enterprise‟ (Castells 2000b) is an
effort to increase the flexibility of firms to adapt to these global changes. Capitalist firms
with profit motives tend to produce homogeneous items at low cost (Ritzer 2004); these are
then branded and marketed, achieving high profit margins (Klein 2002). In order to produce
items at the lowest cost possible, production is either relocated to areas with cheap labour
and less stringent environmental laws, or outsourced (Klein 2002; Friedman 2006).
However, cost reduction in itself is not sufficient; invention, innovation and flexibility (all of
which are greatly influenced and facilitated by the ICTs) are necessary for success. Hence,
information technology and the competence to apply it must be integrated into this new
production function (Castells 2000b; David and Foray 2003).
Flexibility of production has transformed working arrangements drastically and these can be
analysed under the following factors: working time, job stability, job location, and the social
contract between the employer and employee (Carnoy 2000). The traditional form of fulltime and single career over lifetime pattern of work is fading due to the requirement of
increased flexibility; thus part-timers, flexi-timers, self-employed, limited-term jobs or what
Beck (1999) describes as „fragile‟ work arrangements are becoming the norm. This produces
a great divide between traditional full-time workers and fragile workers, sometimes in the
same organization. During the 1975-1990 period, the number of male part-time workers
increased by 42.6% while female part-time workers (normally in low-skilled and low-paid
work) increased by 253% (Castells 2000b). Some of these transformations are due to the
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individualization of labour in the work process that became possible with the use of new
technologies (Castells 2000b). For example, today a complex project can be divided into
tasks and allocated to different individuals; their work can be coordinated using advanced
networking technologies; they can be working from home, office or even from another
country. Today, subcontracting, outsourcing, and off-shoring are all made possible by ICTs.
Advanced technology has eliminated particular forms of work by replacing them with
machines, but it has also created new forms of work. These changes in work practices and
the nature of work demands the need for „worker adaptability‟ and „willingness to learn new
skills‟ (Rassool 1999).
With globalization, demand for specialist labour has risen; due to the advancement of ICTs,
educated workers in the developing world are better able to utilize the opportunities
available in the global market (Manicas 2007). Outsourcing of routine work to low wage,
educated labour in highly connected areas of the world has given India a competitive edge.
For example, Indian accountants are hired to prepare tax files for American clients; the
Indian accountant performs the routine part of the calculations in Bangalore, while the tax
consultant in New York or California performs the complex work that requires specialist
knowledge (Friedman 2006). Further, radiologists in India are covering the out-of-hours
work for a fraction of American radiologists‟ overtime pay (Friedman 2006). As a result,
some visualize a „flat world‟ or a level playing field created by globalization (Friedman
2006). However, for such an optimistic stance, a good level of education, knowledge of
international languages, and infrastructure facilities providing connectivity are pre-requisites
that are generations away for some parts of the world, still struggling to ensure universal
primary education.
Literacy rates have traditionally been used an indicator of education and standard of living in
a country.
But in the information age, literacy is not sufficient to ensure a high-quality work
force; higher education is needed. A useful measure is the percentage of students
attending tertiary school in their age groups (Dordick and Wang 1993, p111).
Dordick and Wang‟s argument is important in reviewing the case of Sri Lanka, where the
literacy rates are higher than the South Asian average, but Higher Education (HE) enrolment
rates are low. With the rise of global KE, there has been an increased interest in HE in
almost all parts of the world.
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3.6 Higher Education in the Globalized Context
Higher Education can be seen as both an actor and a reactor to the phenomenon of
globalization (UNESCO 2004, p8).
As a knowledge creator and a disseminator, HE produces knowledge that drives new
technological advancements and innovation. A good example is the World Wide Web
(WWW), which was originally developed by the academic community, but now plays a
major role in information dissemination through the Internet. As such, HE is an actor which
provides impetus for globalization. On the other hand, HE is also shaped by globalization.
With the dawn of the KE, it is logical to expect a profound impact on HE. Indeed,
globalization has created an explosion of demand for education (Carnoy 2005). In 1950,
there were 370 colleges and 27 universities in India, which increased to 8737 colleges and
272 universities at the end of 2002, demonstrating the rising demand for HE (Manicas 2007).
Although the process of globalization has had a profound effect on this development, critics
identify privatization, marginalization, and the reduction of HE‟s output to commodities as
effects of globalization on HE (Manicas 2007). The reduction of educational output to
commodities links with the earlier discussion of the GATS. Marginalization recurs here as a
form of inequality in education. The following discussion demonstrates some important
changes observed in contemporary HE.

3.6.1 Changing Demographics
HE in the globalized context has experienced an increasing demand, as well as changing
demographics of student population. With the emergence of new social movements and
cultural changes, women‟s role in society has been transformed. More women have entered
the labour market and dual career households have became more common (Castells 1999a).
Moreover, in many developed countries, women started to enter HE in large numbers
creating a change in the composition of student population; this trend has now extended to
developing countries.
Today, access to HE is a major priority in the Western world in order to maximize human
development, where the lack of opportunity for HE due to class, race, gender or disability is
being actively addressed by governments. Hence, attempts are made to allow differently
abled, ethnic minorities, and lower social class groups to access HE (Archer, Hutchings et al.
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2003). However, in developing countries, globalization and social transformations have
brought HE access to females, who had earlier been deprived of HE. For example, in Sri
Lanka the number of females entering HE increased from 10.1% to 51.7% between 1942 and
2001 (Gunawardena 2003). But, this change is yet to affect other deprived groups.
Already in 1962, Machlup wrote that “in the eighteenth century knowledge doubled every
fifty years, it now doubles in less than ten years” (Machlup 1962, p122), originating the
popular concept of „half-life of knowledge‟, which denotes the span of time, before
knowledge in a particular field becomes out-dated. This concept, as discussed earlier, is
extended to other areas such as „occupational half-life‟; today competitiveness of
corporations depends on the knowledge and skills of the workforce. This, along with the
reduction of the half-life of knowledge has placed great emphasis on lifelong learning. As a
consequence, working adults who missed out at school-leaving age despite being
academically qualified, increasingly seek HE opportunities, which has led to demographic
changes in the student population. For example, since independence Sri Lanka has only
managed to increase its state university intake to approximately 3% of the school leaving age
cohort (World Bank 2005). In 1963, 1.7% of the population above 30 years of age were
qualified in GCE A/L while 0.4% had a degree or higher qualification. In 1994, it was 7.8%
and 1.9% respectively and in 2000, 10.2% and 2.3% (1994 and 2000 statistics exclude
Northern and Eastern Provinces) (Department of Census and Statistics Sri Lanka 2011c).
Thus, there are generations of people who were deprived of HE. Open Universities and
institutions that provide access to workers target this segment of HE seekers. Consequently,
many students enrolling in HE today are older, working, and prefer part-time studies. They
require more flexible forms of study and are good candidates for distance education (DE).

3.6.2 Increasing Demand/Supply
As discussed above, several economic and socio-political factors have increased the demand
for HE. The increasing payoffs for HE in the knowledge-intensive global economy and the
desire to obtain well-paid and secure jobs in the intensively competitive labour market
increase aspirations for HE. Developed countries with ample education systems in place,
aging populations and decreasing birth rates have become restricted markets for private
education providers, and developing countries with increasing school-aged population are
seen as a potential new market to be exploited (de Siqueira 2005).
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While developed nations spend a considerable amount of money on education, developing
nations‟ educational budgets compete with many other necessities (such as foreign debt
services, health and sanitation provision or basic utility provision), despite the fact that
education is an important contributor to development (Haddad and Jurich 2002; Giddens
2006). According to the UNESCO Statistics Institute (2007), North America and Europe
allocated more than half of the total global public education expenditure to educate less than
10% of the world‟s young people, while sub-Saharan Africa used 2.4% of spending to
educate 15%. This is one of the reasons for the stark inequalities in the quality of education
and educational opportunities between these regions.
Government interventions to expand HE, to offer opportunities for earlier excluded groups,
is a major development seen in the developed countries (Brown, Green et al. 2001). Bloom,
Canning and Chan (2006) accuse development agencies of concentrating heavily on primary
education and neglecting HE, which is a vital contributor in today‟s KE. They argue that
India‟s leap forward was due to its long-standing policy for promoting tertiary education. A
large pool of English-speaking skilled workers has indeed given India an edge over their
competitors in „onshoring‟ jobs from English speaking developed countries (Rassool 2012).
On the other hand, Gulati (2008) argues that the policy to promote HE has left many Indians
illiterate. The WB has been supporting basic education for decades; however, its
interventions through the SAP have had negative impact on school enrolments due to the
user costs levied on people already poor (Nimoh 2002). Although in the 1970s and 1980s the
WB had promoted education at tertiary level, the efforts were ad hoc, since the internal
review of tertiary education projects in 1992, the WB has been actively involved in this
promotion (World Bank 2002). For example, the WB funded a project to improve quality
and relevance in undergraduate education in Sri Lanka by improving/upgrading resources for
IT and English education, aiming to provide a balanced tertiary education that is tuned to the
demands of the contemporary labour market (World Bank 2010).
However, in many countries with already restricted budgets, expanding access to HE in
traditional modes is difficult if not impossible (Haddad and Jurich 2002). In this context, DE,
where students study in their own time, at a place of their choice, with little or no face-toface contact, is seen as a remedy because, it is argued, if managed properly DE can offer
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quality education to masses at a lower unit cost than conventional education systems
(Perraton 2000; Rumble 2001; Bates 2005).
The increase in demand for HE was followed by policies to increase supply by commercial
and non-commercial universities in the developed world; for example, the UK has
successfully increased the supply of HE through non-commercial means, but recent
government initiatives seem to consider commercial provision as the key to further
increasing access (Labi 2011). Non-commercial HE institutes have also extended their reach,
especially to developing regions of the world, by collaborating with the existing HE
institutions and also by opening new campuses. In the developing world too, governments
have increased the supply of HE, but these increases are yet to provide substantial access.

3.6.3 Privatization
Private sector involvement in HE is greater than ever before, for example the Apollo Group
(www.apollogrp.edu) specializing in providing HE for working adults. The lack of capacity
of governments to meet the demand, the WB and the IMF policies advocating the
restructuring of educational systems in developing countries, and the liberalization of trade
in services have opened a window of opportunity for profit oriented firms, especially in the
developing world. The liberalization of services such as education has favoured developed
nations; developing nations unable to compete on equal grounds have become recipients of
services. As “knowledge is the most highly valued commodity in the global economy,
nations have little choice but to increase their investment in education” (Carnoy 1999, p82).
The conditions imposed on developing countries through SAPs restricting government
spending on services (including education), and the WTO efforts to liberalize trade in
services through GATS, even with high resistance from some groups, mean that
governments have little choice other than allowing private enterprises to supply the HE
market. For example, the Sri Lankan HE market, which was initially closed to private
enterprises, has been opening to them since the 1980s, with great opposition from left-wing
political parties.
Many types of private providers are in the HE market; commercial (for-profit) educational
institutes are common in the US, and they provide in-person education or eLearning to
students. Another type is for-profit consortia; for example, U21Global is formed by
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Universitas21 (a network of universities from different countries) in partnership with
Thompson Learning as a for-profit consortia to serve the HE market (Bates 2005). Not only
universities but also corporations have set up HE institutions targeting the needs of their
employees. An example is the Motorola University, owned and operated by Motorola Inc
(Yan 2004). There are also international private school systems that provide HE
opportunities; International Baccalaureate (IB) is a group that work in partnership with IB
World Schools in 138 countries, and the Beaconhouse Group is functional in 9 countries
including the UK and Pakistan (Beaconhouse School System 2012).
Another form of privatization is the shift from public educational funding to either costrecovery methods or cost-sharing methods. Australian HE institutions charge international
students full fees, while charging only 25% to home students; institutions in the UK also
practise such a policy towards international students and home/EU students (Varghese
2007). Committing part of future income in exchange for financing HE and student loans are
other popular schemes that illustrate the shift from institutional financing to student-based
financing (Varghese 2007). As discussed earlier, education is a tradable commodity under
the GATS, which represents a set of multilateral rules that govern international trade in
services (Varghese 2007) to promote and regulate foreign investments in the educational
sector.

3.6.4 Educational Technologies
Internet technologies that intensified globalization were believed to create a revolution in HE
(Pittinsky 2003; Manicas 2007) by providing access across the globe to many who were
excluded from the traditional system. However, today it is feared that it will widen the gap
between the „haves‟ and the „have-nots‟ (Tinio 2003; Carr-Chellman 2005a; Zhang 2005),
manifesting yet another inequality. Although it has yet to achieve the expected revolution in
HE, the influence of the Internet and more broadly, of ICTs, is widely felt in HE.
Many private universities, especially in Malaysia, South Africa, and China, have established
relations with universities in the developed world; they use interactive technologies to
communicate with distant academics and researchers (Carnoy 1999). In the US as well as in
other countries such as China, India and Malaysia, attempts are made to start for-profit
institutions providing HE through eLearning. Some of them, such as University of Phoenix
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Online (part of the Apollo Group mentioned above), have been highly successful, while
many others including prestigious universities such as Colombia University, New York
University, University of Melbourne, and the UK e-University project have lost vast
amounts of money in eLearning for-profit operations (Bates 2004).
Today, educational technologies are able to provide access for different community groups
who are unable to attend universities for various reasons such as: disability, geographical
barriers, caring duties, engagement in armed services or imprisonment. Educational
technologies also allow students to enrol and participate in programmes offered in other
countries; for example, Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) provides its course
materials online for free public access, a move that is admired by many in the developing
world. The most profound effect of educational technology is felt in the DE systems. As is
the case elsewhere, Sri Lanka is also attempting to provide mass HE using ICT and DE.

3.7 Sri Lanka in the Global Context
The Sri Lankan economy traditionally depended on agriculture but today the service sector
contributes 59.6% to the GDP, followed by the industrial sector with 28.5% (Department of
Census and Statistics Sri Lanka 2007). Much work is required to strengthen the country‟s
four KE pillars: business environment, dynamic information infrastructure, human resources,
and efficient innovation systems, to enable the Sri Lankan economy to gear itself towards
developing a KE (The World Bank 2008). Unlike other resources, human capital cannot be
enhanced within a short span of time even when ample resources are available. In the
globalized world, “knowledge can mean the difference between poverty and wealth” (The
World Bank 2008, p16); therefore, it is vital that Sri Lanka adjusts to compete in the global
KE by unleashing the potential of its human resources.
Although the government is on target to achieve the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) relating to education and health, it has failed to match this success in poverty
reduction (NCED 2005). Promoting self-employment has not provided the expected results,
partly due to the lack of entrepreneurial capacity amongst the rural poor. Therefore, creating
employment for the rural poor has now become a priority. Sri Lanka is burdened with a high
open unemployment rate of 9% (Riboud, Savchenko et al. 2007). Rama (2003) argues that
unemployment in Sri Lanka, to a large extent, is voluntary; and the reason for unemployment
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is not a shortage of jobs, but queuing for more secure, well-paid, “good” jobs. This
phenomenon has also been observed in other countries; for example, in Egypt, people queue
for government jobs that offer attractive salaries (Assaad 1997). The ability to survive
without a job and wait for a good job may stem from the readiness of Sri Lankan families to
support their children over an extended period of time. At the same time, there are large
numbers of unfilled well-paid jobs in the economy. On the one hand, rigid labour laws in Sri
Lanka may discourage employers from hiring non-ideal candidates; because once hired there
is hardly any flexibility to fire an employee. On the other hand, these unfilled positions may
also be due to a lack of relevant skills, because the prevailing HE system is less responsive to
market needs. For example, the IT work-force survey 2007 revealed that there were 5,755
jobs on offer, but only 2,216 IT graduates were expected to join the work-force (Sri Lanka
Information and Communication Technology Agency 2007). Thus the PRSP has
acknowledged that:
[s]uccessfully meeting Sri Lanka‟s economic challenges will require an educational
system that better meets the needs of the country. The present system leaves far too
great a share of our human resources under developed [emphasis added]
(Government of Sri Lanka 2002, p11).
Increasing the capacity in the traditional HE system has been attempted since 1980s, but has
failed miserably. Although many private institutions provide good quality programmes,
some even offering the UK, Australian, and the US university degrees, high fees charged on
these programmes have hindered the participation of many potential students. A large-scale
survey (Nanayakkara and Wijesuriya 2007) to discover options for HE provision has
revealed that the vast majority of students out of the 2010 respondents who failed to secure a
place in the state university system chose DE provided by state universities to pursue HE.
Out of the sample, 80% who did not pursue HE were unable to afford it due to financial
difficulties; therefore, it is also important to consider the affordability of HE provision.
The Sri Lankan government plans to double the intake for local universities by 2020
(Ministry of Finance and Planning 2010). Providing quality and relevant education at higher
levels to the rural poor, especially for females, is also among the identified measures in the
PRSP (Government of Sri Lanka 2002), which is required from each country borrowing
from the World Bank/IMF. Poverty stricken rural females seek employment in garment
factories or migrate as domestic workers; neither of these provide them with job security or
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other social benefits. The rationale for increasing opportunities for higher levels of education
is largely due to the belief that it would allow the rural poor to benefit from the
transformation of work that accompanies globalization (COL International 2002). Therefore,
extending HE opportunities using DE through state universities at a subsidised rate is a good
choice in providing affordable HE for the masses. However, according to the WB, “in Sri
Lanka, investing in tertiary education actually generates a lower rate of return compared to
those who finish only secondary education” (World Bank 2008, p62). This phenomenon was
observed throughout the periods 1992-3, 1997-8 and 2001-2 (Riboud, Savchenko et al.
2007). Given such conditions, it is arguable whether a rational individual would select the
pursuit of tertiary education. HE that is promoted today is different from the traditional inperson education provided by the state universities; it is more flexible and one can be
employed while also pursuing one‟s studies. Promoting part-time HE provides the additional
benefit of accumulating credits and work experience at the same time.
The PRSP (Government of Sri Lanka 2002) as well as the „Mahinda Chintana Vision for the
Future‟ (Ministry of Finance and Planning 2010) emphasize the importance of international
language skills, technology skills and soft skills that enable the holder to enter the
international labour market. Since a large pool of skilled workers with international language
skills is an incentive for attracting FDI, Sri Lanka aims to produce skilled employees capable
of working either at home or abroad.
ICT is one sector that the government is keen to develop. As stated earlier, India has become
a leader in the outsourcing industry, and an important player in the global software industry.
The wish to emulate its success may be one reason for the promotion of the ICT sector in Sri
Lanka. Software development is one industry that can be initiated with relatively minimal
capital, if the required human capital is available. After decades of conflict, Sri Lanka is left
with more than 10,000 disabled soldiers (Asian Development Bank 2003). It is hoped that
some of these people could also be integrated into the economic development through ICT
sector jobs where the demand is high. The MDGs also place emphasis on extending the
benefits of new technologies to the whole community. Thus, in achieving these targets, the
government is investing heavily in ICTs for DE in order to provide HE for the masses.
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3.8 Conclusion
Globalization has transformed the economic, cultural, political, and technological spheres in
the contemporary world. Not only does it compress the world, but it also increases the
consciousness and interdependence of the world as a whole. However, the benefits of
globalization have not been equally distributed globally. The world of work in this
globalized world distinguishes between generic work and knowledge work where the level
of education is the characteristic defining a knowledge worker. The deteriorating conditions
for generic workers demonstrate the need for higher education to succeed in the
contemporary knowledge-economy; hence, higher education is valued more than ever.
Increasing demand for higher education, caused by economic gains and the participation of
different groups, has changed the demographics and the organization of higher education.
The abundance of technologies appropriate for instructional delivery, and the flexibility
provided by them, support the use of ICTs in distance education as a provider of higher
education for the masses. In this context, Sri Lanka is attempting to use ICTs in distance
education to facilitate capacity-building in its move towards a knowledge economy.
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4 Distance Education and Technology-Mediated
Education
4.1 Introduction
As argued in Chapter 3, contemporary economies rely heavily on knowledge as a key to
success, and higher education (HE) in this context is a requirement rather than an option.
The transformation of work holds the modern worker responsible for updating his/her
knowledge and skills in order to be competitive and employable, making lifelong learning a
necessity for survival. Distance education (DE) with the use of modern technologies offers
flexible delivery, which is well-suited to adult learners.
The chapter discusses four themes on DE, the use of technology in DE and its role in
contemporary Sri Lanka. First, it examines a conceptualization of DE; second it highlights
the role of technology in DE, taking into account technology distinctions and the importance
of pedagogy. Third, a selection method for appropriate technology is discussed, assessing
some popular technologies using the ACTIONS framework; some emerging technologies in
DE and quality issues raised when using technology are also analysed. The final theme is the
use of technology in Sri Lankan DE, which presents contemporary efforts to utilize DE and
ICTs in order to fulfil the unmet needs of many Sri Lankans aspiring to pursue a degree.

4.2 Conceptualizing Distance Education
Distance education (DE) has existed for more than 250 years as an advertisement in the
Boston Gazette for Correspondence Education in 1728 (Valore and Diehl 1993)
demonstrates. From the mid 19th century with the pioneering work from Sir Isaac Pitman,
DE flourished in Europe (Holmberg 1986). The successful DE implementation by the Open
University of the UK (OUUK) has influenced many other countries‟ implementation of the
“Open University” model.
The concept of DE, as proposed by Holmberg (2001), relies on consistent and noncontiguous communication between the learners and the educational institution. This noncontiguous communication can be either one-way (course material sent to a distant student)
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or two-way (communication between students and the educational institute for tutoring). DE
possesses some unique characteristics: quasi-permanent separation of teacher and learner,
educational institutes‟ influence on material preparation, the quasi-permanent absence of a
student group, and in most instances the use of technical media and the provision of two-way
communication (Keegan 1990). As indicated above, there are different models as is the case
with the OUUK.
DE caters for a diverse range of needs in different settings. DE gives access (to school
education or HE) for a large number of students. It allows business organizations to make
training available to upgrade worker skills, individuals to engage in lifelong learning, and
governments to offer training. DE also allows the delivery of instructions to more rural areas
as well as widening access – for example, to armed forces personnel and disabled people
(Potashnik and Capper 1998; Rumble 2001; Bates 2005; Moore and Kearsley 2005). The
notion that DE can extend educational opportunities at a lower cost than conventional
education (Rumble 1987; Tatto, Nielsen et al. 1993; Chandrasiri 2003; Loxley, Ho et al.
2003; Jamtsho, Rinchen et al. 2010a), although debatable, has been an important driver for
its spread. Sparsely populated countries such as Canada and Australia have the need to reach
distant learners while densely populated countries such as the UK have adopted it for other
reasons such as to provide a second chance for people who missed out on HE immediately
post-school. More recently as has been discussed in Chapter 3, an increasing demand for
education, changes in the demographics of learners, and need for flexible learning have also
accelerated the use of DE, especially in HE.

4.2.1 Definition
„Distance Education‟ refers to [..] the forms of organized learning which are based
on, and seeks to overcome, the physical separation of learners and those [..] involved
in the organization of their learning. This separation may apply to the whole learning
process or only to certain stages or elements of it. Some face-to-face contact may
occur, but its function will be to supplement or reinforce the predominantly distant
education. A good deal of private study will typically be expected of the student (Bell
and Tight 1993:7-8).
Thus, DE is highly suitable for HE, which places a much greater emphasis on theory
reinforced by practical work, and includes a sizable component of individual study, as an
educated adult learner is better able to manage the self-learning component of this mode. DE
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places great emphasis on the educational material that is used by masses of students for
independent study; thus the quality of educational material is critical. For example,
[a] bad course written by one teacher which will be studied by 10000 students will do
more harm than the oral instruction of the same teacher in class room (Keegan 1994,
p31).
Thus, assuring quality in learning material is of great importance in DE and will be discussed
later in the chapter, and again in the data discussion.
Moore and Kearsley (2005, p2) define DE as the:
planned learning that normally occurs in a different place from teaching, requiring
special course design and instruction techniques, communication through various
technologies, and special organizational and administrative arrangements.
Here they emphasise the importance of technology mediation to bridge the distance.

4.2.2 Transactional Distance
The „distance‟ in DE is not the simple geographic separation of learners and teachers; it is
also a pedagogical concept (Moore 1993). In transactional distance theory, a perceptual
distance in all educational transactions is identified (Wheeler 2007). This transactional
distance could be due to the differences of intellectual capability, demographic variables or
to cultural differences, and can cause misunderstandings. Increased dialogue in the learning
transaction is likely to reduce misunderstandings and thereby the transactional distance
(Moore 1993).
In the literature, the terms DE and open learning are sometimes used interchangeably, for
example by Perraton (2000). In some contexts, different terminology is used to denote DE.
For example, in Sri Lanka, „external education‟ is considered a synonym for DE; hence a
degree learned in distance mode is an „external degree‟. Both full-time and part-time study
options are available with DE. However, in most instances students learning in distance
mode study part-time because of other demands on their time such as employment or caring
duties. The Open University of Sri Lanka (OUSL) caters for both these groups of learners,
with many of its engineering students, for example, studying full-time.
The practice of DE has enabled the division of labour to a great extent in the education
process; preparation of teaching material, distribution of teaching materials, and provision of
small group teaching/learning are organized tasks that can be performed by subject experts,
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administrators, and tutors respectively, demonstrating the possibility of the division of labour
(Keegan 1994; Perraton 2000). In fact, the division of labour is a precondition that has made
university study at a distance possible and thus the division of labour is a “constituent
element of distance teaching” (Keegan 1994, p113). This concept of the industrialization of
education and the view of DE as a more industrialized version of education is Otto Peters‟
contribution to the DE discourse (Peters 1983; Keegan 1994). In fact, he declares that
“Distance Education is, indeed a typical product of industrial society” (Peters 1993, p57).
However, critics of his position claim that he has exaggerated the difference between
conventional education and DE (Keegan 1990).
In the pre-industrial society, people gathered (face-to-face) to learn literacy, craft and trade
skills. Levinson (1999) argues that as people in that society engaged in a smaller number of
tasks they were able to devote more time to each task, resulting in more time for learning. In
the industrial society, literacy skills were required by masses in order to work in factories,
and these were provided using large classrooms. As the postal service, and radio and
television technologies became popular and accessible to many, it was possible to deliver
educational content to distant learners further „rationalizing‟ the process, or as interpreted by
Peters‟ (1983) achieving the same outcome with comparatively fewer resources. In
contemporary society it is difficult, if not impossible, for a large number of people to engage
in in-person education due to issues with resources such as time and money. Therefore, this
more „rationalized‟ form of study that allows people to achieve their goal of learning whilst
continuing their normal daily activities is increasingly valued. Today‟s technology allows for
the creation of both small group learning and mass class learning experience at a distance.

4.3 The Use of Technology
DE uses a variety of technologies to provide learning materials to its distant students and to
facilitate communication. As new useful technologies have become available, DE has been
influenced by these technology waves from time to time. For example, even though
telegraph and telex were available they were not much used for DE; telephone had limited
use in DE but is a significant part of the home Internet infrastructure in most places; radio,
the Internet and the World Wide Web (WWW) are used significantly for DE delivery.
Rumble (2001) lists four phases of DE, namely: correspondence education (developed from
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1840); the use of broadcasting to support more remote classrooms (by 1940); the
development of multimedia systems to support teaching (from the 1960s); and the
development and growth of personal computers, the Internet and the WWW for teaching and
learning (from the mid 1980s). The viewpoint presented here is that the number of phases
identified is not that important, but that the phases of DE are associated with technology
changes in the world.
Contemporary technologies permit DE to utilize two-way communication such as video
conferencing (e.g. MediasiteTM), and enable a true virtual experience of learning and
teaching. The Open University of Catalonia in Spain, the University of Phoenix Online, and
the University of Maryland are some of the true 'virtual universities' that are completely
digital (Bates 2005). Not all universities that utilized this strategy were successful in their
operations. For example, the e-University project in the UK was abandoned in 2004 due to
increasing costs, a lack of income and failure to attract students.
The terms „online learning‟ and „eLearning‟ are usually used interchangeably in the
literature. But, Bates (2005) defines online learning to be the learning that happens using the
Internet and the web, and eLearning to have a broader spectrum of supporting media
comprising of any form of telecommunication and computer based learning. However,
Littlejohn and Pegler (2007) argue that it is difficult to be precise about what eLearning
covers, as the technology that makes it possible is continuously developing. Today
eLearning is used both as a tool for supporting classroom education, as well as a technology
for DE delivery.
Learning that uses portable technologies such as hand held computers, MP3 players or
mobile phones is defined as Mobile learning or mLearning (Quinn 2000); mLearning can be
viewed as the next step of eLearning. It consists of smaller sized information portions to be
accessed by a multi-tasking user, anywhere anytime. Banks (2008) argues that mLearning is
particularly suited for developing countries as an alternative where books and computers are
in short supply. As mobile phones are more accessible than the Internet or computers in
many developing countries, utilizing them for educational purposes has high potential.
However, small screen sizes, battery life, compatibility of learning material (to screen size of
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different devices) and content security issues are some of the technical challenges for
mLearning.
Modern HE institutions offer a mixture of in-person and distance learning, full-time and
part-time study options, utilizing in-person or remote interactive sessions, automated
systems, synchronous and asynchronous communications between learner and teacher (and
among learners). This multifaceted nature of educational institutions caters to the varying
demands of today‟s learners.

4.3.1 Technology-Mediated Education
The use of media for education dates back several centuries to the development of writing
and the alphabet. Each new media is criticised as being destructive of social norms and
therefore negative. However, they often create new social norms, disrupted by the latest
technological innovation. By the time a new media is introduced, previous media forms are
deeply rooted in everyday life and therefore considered „normal‟. For example, when text
was first used instead of personal verbal instructions, it was criticized as being „inhumane‟
(Greene 1951); today using text is considered natural. Similarly television was initially
criticised for destroying family life; but now it is considered as being more family-oriented
(Maccoby 1951) than the use of computers (Gopnik 2011). Research on response to media
has shown that people‟s responses to media are „social and natural‟ and that „media are more
than just tools‟ (Levinson 1999; McLuhan 2001; Reeves and Nass 2002).
Media can be described as the
generic forms of communication associated with particular ways of representing
knowledge. [..] Each medium not only has its own unique way of representing
knowledge, but also of organizing it (Bates 2005, p43).
Text, audio, and video are all examples of media (Moore and Kearsley 2005). There are five
important media used in education: direct human contact (face-to-face), text, audio, video,
and digital multimedia (Bates 2005). One medium can be delivered using various
technologies. For example, technologies such as satellite, cable, and video cassettes are able
to deliver the single medium of video.
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4.3.2 Technology Distinctions
There are several important distinctions of technologies that require attention when a
technology is being considered for educational delivery. Broadcast (one-way) technologies
such as television, print and radio guarantee the delivery of a common standard learning
material. On the other hand, two-way technologies such as telephone and video-conferencing
allow interactions between learners and teachers, as well as between learners. In addition, the
distinction between synchronous and asynchronous technology is also important, because
synchronous technologies provide the benefit of spontaneity and immediacy, while
asynchronous technologies offer more control and flexibility of the learning process to the
learner. For example, broadcasting is a synchronous technology where users have to be
present at the time of the broadcast; however, it later became technically and financially
possible (for an increasing number) to record broadcasts for later personal review on a
cassette, thus creating an asynchronous version of an originally synchronous technology,
where users can select their own time of access, and can access on multiple occasions. A
text-based online forum is a popular asynchronous technology, where students can contribute
to a discussion by posting their thoughts at a time convenient to them.
Table 4-1 classifies educational technologies according to structural characteristics. It
demonstrates the potential of digital media as an educational tool, with the ability to combine
text, audio and video, and also presenting itself in either synchronous or asynchronous form.
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Table 4-1: A Classification of Educational Technologies by Structural Characteristics

Media

Broadcast (one-way) applications
Synchronous

Face-to-face

lectures

Asynchronous
lecture notes

Communication (two-way) applications
Synchronous
seminar, tutorials,
lab classes,
demonstrations

books, course
notes,
supplementary
material

Text

mail, fax,
correspondence
tutoring

Audio

radio

audio-cassettes

telephone-tutoring,
audio-conferencing

Video

broadcast TV,
cable TV,
satellite TV

video-cassettes

video-conferencing

web-casting,
PowerPoint

websites,
multimedia,
DVDs, CD-ROM,
databases
Blogs

web-conferencing,
chat

Digital

Asynchronous

email, online
discussion forums

Source: Adapted from Bates (2005)

4.3.3 Technology and Pedagogy
“Pedagogy before technology” (Beetham and Sharpe 2007, p3) is a common phrase used to
suggest the importance of pedagogy because many institutions place great emphasis on
acquiring and implementing technology without due consideration of the underpinning
pedagogy. Mayes and de Freitas (2007) propose three pedagogical perspectives for
eLearning: an associationist perspective; a cognitive perspective; and a situated perspective.
They argue that in an eLearning environment different pedagogical principles take
precedence at different stages of learning. For example, training of skills could involve an
associativist account, while deep learning could employ a constructivist pedagogy; in order
to provide meaning to the whole process a situated perspective might be assumed, providing
engagement with a social setting. It is important to note that social engagement in learning is
grounded in Vygotsky‟s (1978) social interactionist theory of learning.

4.4 Appropriate Technology
The selection of appropriate technology needs strategic as well as tactical considerations. As
there are no agreed set of criteria for the selection of media and technology for education,
“technology decisions have tended to be made primarily for commercial, administrative or
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political reasons” (Bates 2005, p46). For example, technologies adopted in the African
Virtual University (AVU) project have been criticized for their high cost and limited
accessibility (Amutabi and Oketch 2003; Munene 2007); in Sri Lanka, with only 0.7% of
citizens having Internet access in 2001 (Department of Census and Statistics Sri Lanka
2004), the government‟s investment in developing online DE programmes also gave cause
for concern about levels of accessibility.
ACTIONS is a framework proposed by Bates (2005) for technology selection and
application in Open and Distance Learning (ODL); this framework also represents the order
of priority of each of the factors considered.
1. Access – the accessibility of a technology for the target learner groups.
2. Costs – the cost structure of technology (per student cost and the variation of costs
with student numbers).
3. Teaching and learning – types of learning required on a particular course,
instructional approaches that suit these courses, and technologies that can support
them.
4. Interactivity and user-friendliness – the types of interactions supported by a
technology and the ease of use.
5. Organizational issues – organizational requirements, barriers to be removed, and
changes required in an organization to adopt the selected technology.
6. Novelty – how new is the technology? Will it be out dated or replaced by a new
technology soon?
7. Speed – time required to prepare new courses and to make modifications to existing
course materials.
Access is identified as the most important criterion for technology selection, because in ODL
widening and increasing participation is a priority. Through the Internet, it is possible for
learners to access learning materials from the convenience of their homes. However, if the
home environment lacks space for studying, or if the equipment needed to access the
material is not available or shared, learners may not benefit from this potential flexibility.
This is pertinent especially in countries such as Sri Lanka, where the majority of households
with computers share the resource, possibly making it difficult for some learners to use it for
study purposes. On the other hand, the urban elite who have access to personal laptops and
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Internet connections will be better served by online DE technologies. The fact that only
11.4% of households have access to computers (Department of Census and Statistics Sri
Lanka 2009a), severely restricts access for potential learners, if digital technologies are used.
As a general rule a technology can be considered if at least 70% of the target group have
access to it (Bates 2005). Therefore, the target group for a particular programme is a major
factor in the decision of adopting a particular technology. On the other hand, the technology
infrastructure of a country should also be considered in making such decisions. For example,
if the majority are only able to access the Internet through narrowband connectivity, there
will be little use of high quality video material as educational content. In fact, a recent
technology audit that examined the use of technology by members of a voluntary
organization in 145 countries reported that for a number of people downloading a document
took a considerable amount of time (Williams, Spiret et al. 2012). „Access‟ in this
framework only considered physical access to technologies; but access to technology, as it is
now understood, is not only a matter of physical access (Warschauer 2002; van Dijk and
Hacker 2003; van Dijk 2005). This is discussed in Chapter 5.
Costs considered in this framework are the costs involved from the institutions‟ perspective
in preparing and delivering material. Since the costs involved for an individual can be tied to
the issue of access, this perspective could be justified. The cost structure of a particular
technology is important; for example, radio broadcasts can be very economical for a large
number of students, while web-based learning would not be as economical. On the other
hand, for smaller numbers, radio broadcasts are not viable while web-based learning is still
economical.
Table 4-2 compares costs per student study hour for different technologies and different
numbers of students. Cost per student should not be the only consideration in cost decisions,
because there can be hidden costs. In general, any technology that can be used in a similar
way to the existing experience is cheaper than approaches that require staff training, which is
often an invisible cost, one that is overlooked. There can be auxiliary benefits of
technologies too. For example, using web-based learning provides essential digital skills for
the learners, which are much valued in employment. Therefore, careful consideration should
be given to a cost-benefit analysis.
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Table 4-2: Comparison of Cost per Student Study Hour in $US

*without tutorial costs
Source: adapted from Bates (2005)

Teaching and learning, according to Bates (2005), is a weak determinant of assessing
appropriate technology because there are many other factors that influence the effectiveness
of a particular technology (Mehlenbacher 2010). For example, hardworking and motivated
learners as well as experienced teachers can overcome any shortcomings a technology
shows. This complex interplay of factors may have influenced the “no significant difference
phenomenon” (Russell 2010) that has been observed in research regarding the effectiveness
of technology for teaching and learning. Unfortunately many have interpreted this to
“conclude that media and technology do not matter as far as instructional technology is
concerned” (Bates 2005, p59). However, the identification of technologies that suit particular
learning purposes under specific circumstances is required in making decisions about
acquiring technology for DE. This is even more important today because the knowledge
economy (KE) has placed more emphasis on a type of learning that facilitates developing
skills in the gathering, management and analysis of information, problem solving, and
decision making, as opposed to more traditional teaching on comprehension and memory
(World Bank 2003b; Bates 2005).
Interactivity and ease of use are also important as distance learning can become a lonely
experience and problems encountered with a technology can deter learners. There are two
perspectives to interactivity in DE: learners‟ interaction with the material and learners‟
interaction with others (content creator, tutor, and other learners) (Moore 1989). As argued
by Holmberg (2001), DE is an internal didactic conversation between the learner and the
material. On the other hand, for feedback, clarification, and discussion of materials, learners
require interaction with others; in this sense distance learning can also be seen as a social
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activity, which can be supported by technology. A group of people sharing a passion for
something they do, and who want to learn by interacting and sharing expertise, is called a
„community of practice‟ (Wenger and Snyder 2000). Thus, a class of DE students can be
considered a community of practice. Even though there are advanced technologies with high
potential, unless they are easy to use, learners, especially at a distance, will find it difficult to
cope with them. Hence, not only the selection of easy to use technology but also the
provision of support services for distance learners is essential.
Organizational issues should be addressed carefully in order to support the meaningful
adoption of technology for DE. The successful adoption of technology requires the purchase,
installation, and testing of technology, as well as training and some forms of organizational
change and leadership. External factors such as the already-established technological
infrastructure in a country, government initiatives, or donor pressures can influence
decisions on technology selection. On the other hand, internal factors such as resistance to
change can also inhibit the uptake of a technology.
Bates (2005) claims that it is easier to secure funding for glamorous and new technology
rather than for proven and not-so-new technologies. Although it is generally advisable to use
proven technology, sometimes the decisions may be costly in the long term; for example, if
print-based DE is relied on instead of web-based programmes, then learners may not gain
computer skills that they would have gained if the programmes were web-based. On the
other hand, adopting leading-edge technology can bring unforeseen issues. Hence, it is
advisable to seek to establish a correct balance between new and proven technologies; this
balance sometimes leads to the adoption of only proven technologies, sometimes only new
technologies, and sometimes a mix of both, which depends on the specific circumstances.
However, from amongst heterogeneous systems with a mix of compatibility, incompatibility,
and upgrade potential, finding the correct mix is a complicated decision.
The speed at which new courses can be created and existing courses modified is also an
important criterion, because some courses such as biotechnology or computer science may
require frequent changes. The criteria presented in the ACTIONS framework provide a basis
for informed decisions in selecting suitable technology for ODL.
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However, there are situations where the selection of technology is not the decision of the
adopter. There have been instances where technology adoption has been prescribed by a
funder, similar to the imposition of economic policies on the IMF loan recipients, which was
discussed in Chapter 3. For example, Amutabi and Oketch (2003) criticize the AVU as
another failed project of the World Bank; Perraton (2000) describes the AVU as a
technology-driven project that failed to consider the merits of different technologies for
increasing access to education. As the cost of delivering programmes using satellitebroadcasting was exorbitant, in 2002 after the AVU was established as an independent notfor-profit organization, a new operational model was adapted to facilitate access to the
Internet using VSAT (Very Small Aperture Terminal), and to use locally hosted nonproprietary Learning Management Systems (LMS). This allowed the AVU to reduce its
operational costs and the Internet traffic (Juma 2006). The intention to expand educational
opportunities in Africa via the AVU is noble; however, the decision to teach courses bought
from elsewhere and the selection of expensive satellite technology drastically reduced the
affordability of AVU courses to many Africans, raising issues of the sustainability of the
project. For example, the fee for one term at Kenyatta University via the AVU was the
equivalent of a full Bachelors degree at the University of Nairobi (Amutabi and Oketch
2003). With an inspiring leadership, the AVU centre in Kenyatta University has managed to
generate a profit (Juma 2006); but, most AVU centres in other African countries have faced
sustainability issues, especially in Ghana, due to students defaulting on fees (Ayeh 2008).
This discussion shows the importance of decisions concerning selection of technology in
ODL.

4.4.1 Popular Technologies in Distance Education
The following discussion on popular technologies in DE uses the important points identified
in the ACTIONS framework to analyse the potential of each for DE delivery. However, it
should also be stressed that the context in which these technologies apply is a major
determinant of the appropriateness of a particular technology.
4.4.1.1 Print
Print has been the traditional DE delivery technology. Even today, it still dominates as the
teaching „technology‟ in the forms of printed material and text books (Bates 2005; Belawati
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and Baggaley 2010). The accessibility of printed material, its low cost and portability have
led to its extensive use in DE. Not requiring a power supply or special device (other than the
material itself) is an important reason for the accessibility of print, especially in the
developing world. Print is a rich technology that can represent information abstractly and in
a thought-provoking way for teaching and learning. However, the meaning of text has to be
interpreted by the reader and therefore literacy is a prerequisite. Another major disadvantage
of print lies in its preparation process, especially in the case of books. It takes considerable
time to design and publish quality print material; hence, modification may be difficult to
incorporate. On the other hand, lecture notes and slides distributed to distance students as
printed copies may be modified in a short time. Bulk printing is cheap for large volumes of
material while photocopying is a cheaper option when fewer copies are needed. Many
institutions that provide digital copies of lecture notes and slides tend to rely on students to
choose to print their own versions. This inevitably passes a much higher per page printing
costs to students.
4.4.1.2 Radio
Radio is a highly accessible technology, even in the developing world. Unlike print, literacy
is not a prerequisite and it has been used to deliver basic education and literacy programmes
for over 70 years. Latin America, especially Mexico, and Australia use Radio Schools.
Reaching poor peasant children is the motive of Mexican Radio Schools, while Australia
uses it to reach isolated farmsteads. The Chinese radio and television university system uses
a dedicated broadcasting system due to its massive capacity (Perraton 2000). Radio
programmes can be made interactive by allowing telephone questions. Using such
mechanisms in a developing country has previously been difficult because of the low levels
of telephone penetration; nevertheless the recent high mobile phone penetration in those
countries encourages this type of radio programme. Alternatively, students can be invited to
send in their questions on postcards, to be discussed in the next programme. This is a widely
used and highly popular practice in Sri Lanka for radio talk shows. The production of radio
programmes takes little time; therefore they are suitable for fast changing fields of study.
This technology has a high initial cost for material production; but if sufficient numbers of
listeners are available, it can be highly cost effective. However, radio limits the flexibility
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for the learner as they have to listen to the broadcast in real time. However, this can be
overcome by recording the programme for later use.
4.4.1.3 Television and Video
Video media is exploited for learning and teaching through television, video cassettes, or
video conferencing. It is also presented as vodcasts or video files through the web, an area
which is discussed under web technology. Although television is not as accessible as radio in
the developing world, it still has very high penetration rates even among the poor. For
example, in Sri Lanka, 77% of households have access to television (Department of Census
and Statistics Sri Lanka 2008a). The OUUK, with its unique partnership with the BBC, used
this public broadcasting service for radio as well as educational television broadcasts. The
Open University of Hong Kong, the Bangladesh Open University and the Korean National
Open University have also used this type of partnership with broadcasters. The AVU uses
study centres equipped with satellite receivers where students can watch the satellite
broadcast television programmes. In Sri Lanka, the University of Colombo School of
Computing uses educational television programmes to help its external students. However,
the production of video material is comparatively expensive to that of print and radio, and it
also lacks interactivity.
4.4.1.4 Web-based Learning
Web-based learning has received much attention because it enables the use of multiple
media for educational delivery. In fact, many people think of web-based learning when the
phrases “eLearning” or “ICT-enabled learning” are heard. As seen in Table 4-1, the web can
be used to deliver learning material synchronously or asynchronously, and as a one-way or
two-way delivery technology. Developed countries with high Internet penetration have used
this technology for educational delivery extensively. For example, a growing trend in online
learning was observed in the US (Allen and Seaman 2007). It reported a 9.7% growth in
online enrolments outnumbering the overall HE growth of 1.5%. Developing countries, such
as China, Taiwan, India, and even Sri Lanka are using web-based technologies for HE.
However, the lack of infrastructure support and low levels of digital literacy have been
consistent themes that have emerged in these contexts (Sharma 2005; Zhang 2005).
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Commercially available LMS such as WebCT®, BlackboardTM or the Open Source Software
MoodleTM are adopted by many HE institutions to manage content in their web-based
courses. Since the late 1990s these have been the standard to replace the earlier use of web
pages for posting notices, links and other resources (Siemens and Tittenberger 2009). “[O]ur
official culture is striving to force the new media to do the work of the old” (McLuhan 2001,
p94); hence the first use of the web was to replicate the work of print. Today, there are more
sophisticated uses of the web technology, ranging from online quizzes and simulation
programmes to virtual reality (VR) programmes. Bandwidth of connections to support these
new types of interactive programmes has been a concern in developed countries while
developing countries are worried about the access levels (Bates 2005). The cautious adoption
of online learning by the UKOU is a good example for any open learning institute. At the
OUSL too, most of the courses are supplementarily online, with less than 5% of optional
activities presented online. Conversely, Moore and Kearsley (2005) maintain that quality of
the materials are of a greater concern than access (quality of materials will be discussed in
further detail later).
In distance education, the issue of Internet access is not the most important issue
regarding technology. A far bigger problem is the quality of the media produced for
distribution via the technology (Moore and Kearsley 2005, p7).
The production and distribution of simple web-based learning material is cheaper than that
of broadcasting and print for small class sizes; however, it does not provide high economies
of scale (Table 4-2). In addition, it does have economies of scope as courses can be provided
to smaller numbers of students more cost effectively. Content on the web can be changed to
include any omissions or to add more recent information much easily than with print. On the
other hand, the same flexibility could underestimate the importance of reviewing course
materials before presentation using the web, thus validating Moore and Kearsley‟s (2005)
point about quality. The creation of reusable learning objects has allowed components on
one course to be reused in other courses, providing more flexibility. Interaction and
communication can be greatly facilitated with the use of web technologies to provide a
virtual community for the distant learner, either in text form as discussion forums, or in more
sophisticated form as in the virtual world. Web technologies allow access to a plethora of
resources for the distant learner. As stated earlier, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology
(MIT) has published its lecture notes, exams and videos free of charge to be downloaded by
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anyone. These learning materials, as well as learning materials from other institutes, are
available on OpenCourseWare, which is a web-based publication of course contents.
Movements such as these allow users from all over the globe to access and utilize world
class materials free of charge.
However, the adoption of web technology very much depends on the target group. For
example, considering the Chinese experience, Zhang (2005) concludes that:
despite all the nice hope to narrow the regional gap through online education, it may
on the contrary cause more severe imbalance between urban and rural China, when
rich areas benefit from more quality online education while the poor are left behind
(Zhang 2005, p29).
This demonstrates the importance of context in technology adoption decisions.

4.4.2 Emerging Technologies
Technology advancement and convergence provide numerous opportunities for innovative
practices (Delich, Kelly et al. 2008). The shift in the web from static content of “Web 1.0” to
the “Read/Write Web” or the “Web 2.0”, which supports technologies such as Wikis,
podcasts, vodcasts, blogs and social networking has changed the users‟ role from being a
passive recipient to an active content creator. Delich, Kelly et al. (2008, p9) remarks “Web
1.0 was about downloading; Web 2.0 is about uploading”. This change of philosophy allows
great potential for knowledge construction, permitting a course to be truly student centred.
Some of the emerging technologies of today‟s eLearning are discussed in the next section.
4.4.2.1 Digital Storytelling
A digital story could be a blog, audio or a short video narrative that is created using text,
video, music, voice and other sounds, and still images. The use of a video camera and
software such as iMovie® or MovieMaker allows the creation of a digital story, which
extends its reach to a much larger audience. Digital storytelling can potentially be used at all
levels of education.
4.4.2.2 Personal Broadcasting
Personal broadcasting is supported by many technologies in “Web 2.0” such as blogs (web
logs), vlogs (video logs), moblogs (mobile logs), podcasts, and vodcasts. These are
extensively used in HE to provide recorded lectures as well as supplementary materials such
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as guest lectures. Blogs can be used to present an individual‟s knowledge in a subject
discipline, especially in computer science and IT, which can also serve the purpose of a
detailed CV for potential employers. Blogs are extensively used as a tool to support
reflective learning in HE. However, Wheeler (2009) has shown that not all students feel
comfortable in using blogs to express themselves.
4.4.2.3 Online Meetings
Software such as SkypeTM or Microsoft® LiveMeeting facilitate synchronous meetings over
the web. Groups of students working on projects, especially at a distance, or research
students in the field, can utilize online meetings to reduce travel costs and time.
4.4.2.4 Wikis
Wiki software is a type of website that permits its visitors to edit the content. This feature of
Wiki is ideal for collaborative authoring and often used in HE for group projects and project
reports. Siemens and Tittenberger (2009) claim that while blogging aids an individual voice,
Wikis promote collectivism. However, the use of collaborative blogging has shown that
despite Wikis and blogs having different applications, some functions which are
interchangeable (Wheeler 2009).
4.4.2.5 Communities of Practice
This chapter introduced the concept of communities of practice. These are groups with
common interests. Communities of practice are not a technology as such, but a practice that
can use technology to function. They can operate online as discussion boards or newsgroups
and contribute to disseminate knowledge and skills (Delich, Kelly et al. 2008; Wenger,
White et al. 2009).
4.4.2.6 Educational Gaming
Presenting learning material through video gaming is a strategic method of reaching learners.
Many renowned organizations such as the Nobel Foundation use educational gaming to
attract and educate young people. For example, the Nobel Foundation presents a Diabetic
Dog game (http://www.nobelprize.org/educational/medicine/insulin/), which allows the
player to take care of a diabetic dog by feeding, exercising and giving it insulin injections.
This game is an effort to teach the Nobel Prize winning concept of insulin and the
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importance of maintaining blood sugar levels in a diabetic patient‟s body. However, Healy
(1998) reports that in a mathematics game where children were supposed to answer multiplechoice arithmetic problems to gain bolts of energy to continue the game, they were observed
to pick answers at random in order to return to the game quickly. This raises the issue that
although educational gaming is a powerful tool it needs to be used appropriately in order to
be beneficial.
4.4.2.7 Virtual Reality (VR)
Computer technology can be used to create a three-dimensional, simulated world that allows
the user to control and explore its environment with a feeling that s/he is in that world; this is
the concept of VR. This concept is used extensively in the entertainment industry especially
in virtual worlds, which allow users to be present in an environment through a computer
generated character called an “avatar”. In 2007, about 100 HE institutes were registered with
“Second Life”, a popular multi-user virtual environment developed by Linden Labs, marking
the use of these environments by educational institutes for learning and teaching (Childs
2007). Second Life as a social networking space is conducive to overcoming some of the
barriers tied to DE in building a sense of community (Ritzema and Harris 2008).
4.4.2.8 Augmented Reality (AR)
AR is a hybrid environment, which combines the physical environment with computergenerated sensory input such as sounds or graphics. It is an evolution of VR; but maintains a
sense of presence in the physical world as opposed to the total immersion aimed for by VR
(Delich, Kelly et al. 2008). It is commonly used in sports telecasting, for image guided
surgery, airplane cockpit training and computer generated imaging for structural and
engineering designs. However, due to the expensive nature of this technology, the
application of AR as an educational tool is limited to a few disciplines such as military,
medical and flight training.
4.4.2.9 Mobile Learning
With the increasing ownership of smart phones, mLearning is becoming an everyday activity
in many developed countries. For example, nearly 42% of the US mobile subscribers and
44% of mobile users in France, Germany, Italy, Spain, and the UK now own smart phones
(ComScore 2012). The Driving Theory Test Game implemented to help people preparing for
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the driving theory test was reported to be very popular among UK users (Attewell 2005). On
the other hand, in developing countries the use of text messaging-based mLearning allows
more people to participate in mLearning, as smart phones are not widely available.
Connectivity
Even though these technologies present wonderful opportunities for enhancing the student
learning experience, to function properly many require high speed Internet connectivity. As
already argued, in some parts of the world downloading a document can take considerable
time due to poor connection speeds (Williams, Spiret et al. 2012); an online discussion via
SkypeTM with a slow Internet connection is likely to cause frustration to all the parties
involved. The ability to use these new technologies for educational purposes by distant
students in countries where the Internet infrastructure is poor may take many more years. For
example, due to the bandwidth issues, some Sri Lankan universities have restricted access to
some Internet sites such as YouTubeTM and Facebook. Thus,
[m]ultimedia on the Internet is still not an everyday reality in the same sense as
multimedia on CD-ROM or DVD, which may be common place in the home or
classroom. Internet connection speeds limit the quality and quantity of what can be
transmitted (McGreal and Elliott 2008, p144).
This reiterates the importance of context in selecting technologies for DE.

4.4.3 Quality Issues
In many countries DE has yet to receive equal recognition to conventional education
(particularly in HE). With reference to DE in India, Perraton (2000, p68) reports that:
[c]orrespondence education had low status and was used by some universities mainly
as a way of raising revenue, with fees for off-campus students cross-subsidising the
more favoured students on campus.
Even in Sri Lanka, as already discussed in Chapter 2, DE is considered a “second-class type
of education” (Uturupane, Millot et al. 2009, p20) and its quality may be suspect. Therefore
quality is of paramount importance in technology-mediated DE. The concept of quality itself
is debatable as quality can mean different things to different people.
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Garvin (1984) identifies 5 classes of quality definitions:


Transcendent – considers quality as innate excellence; “it is both absolute and
universally recognizable, a mark of uncompromising standards and high achievement”
(Garvin 1984, p25).



Product-based – quality is considered measurable and the product‟s attributes are
considered the basis for quality measurement.



User-based – quality is customer satisfaction.



Manufacturing-based – the degree of compliance to specification is considered quality.



Value-based – quality is defined in relation to costs; thus good value for money is
considered quality.

UNESCO definition for quality in HE is:
[q]uality in higher education is a multi dimensional, multi level, and dynamic concept
that relates to the contextual settings of an educational model, to the institutional
mission and objectives, as well as to specific standards within a given system,
institution, programme or discipline (Vlasceanu, Grunberg et al. 2007, p70)
The “Quality Assurance Toolkit” developed by the Distance Education Modernization
Project (DEMP) defines quality as “the fitness for purpose of a product or service according
to a set of required standards” (Rama and Hope 2009, p336). There are concerns about
whether the same quality assurance mechanisms adapted in conventional educational
programmes would be applicable and meaningful in DE settings (World Bank 2002); thus
there are quality guidelines developed specifically for DE, and the DEMP‟s toolkit is one
such effort to facilitate self-assessment by an institution. However, unless external
accreditation or monitoring is employed, it is doubtful that quality can be guaranteed. In this
regard, Smithers (2011) argues that making all content accessible as open courseware would
mitigate the problem of content quality, as all institutions/individuals would take great care
to safeguard their reputation by ensuring their product would stand up to public scrutiny.
The increasing use of ICTs presents many opportunities for academic dishonesty, raising
issues of quality; for example, today it is much easier to copy another student‟s work as the
assignments are submitted in electronic format (Adams 2011) or copy and paste information
from electronic resources into an essay. Moreover, there are online services that sell essays
or even doctoral theses. Conole, de Laat et al. (2006) reported an instance where medical
students in a UK university had forged confirmation letters. In view of this, DE students
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managing multiple commitments competing for their time could be tempted to use one of
these easy solutions although adequate guidance from the educational institute may help
avoid this. Therefore, it is important to build awareness about the consequences of such
malpractices (Cooke 2007). Today many academic institutes use plagiarism detection
software such as TurnitinTM to deter students from academic malpractices.
The next section of the chapter discusses the contemporary situation regarding technology
use in Sri Lankan DE.

4.5 Technology Use in Sri Lankan Distance Education
As discussed in Chapter 2, the Sri Lankan government is promoting HE through DE. The
government has been setting the context for the use of educational technology to increase
and widen access to quality HE through DE, and the DEMP was their main attempt in
introducing ICT-enabled DE in Sri Lanka.

4.5.1 Modernising Distance Education
The DEMP marked the dawn of modern technology use in DE in Sri Lanka. This Project,
aided by the Asian Development Bank (ADB), commenced in 2003. Through the
development/deployment of DE technologies, the DEMP aimed to increase access to postsecondary education in Sri Lanka while improving quality and relevance of learning. The
project intended to facilitate online learning for 165,000 external degree (ED) students
registered with the state universities, about 40,000 students from at least 15 public and
private institutions, students of conventional universities and about 20,000 OUSL students
(Loxley, Ho et al. 2003). This capacity was expected to double over the first 5 years of the
project and over a period of 18 years this project aims to provide the opportunity of postsecondary education to 1.4 million additional students who lack access to conventional
universities due to their limited places.
The DEMP consisted of three components:


Distance Education Partnership Programme (DEPP)



Public Private Partnership Programme (PPP)



The OUSL Capacity Enhancement Programme (OUSL-CE)
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The DEPP was responsible for improving DE programme content, quality and distribution. It
also included the development of the National Distance Education Network (NDEN), which
links the OUSL centres around the island with other public and private post-secondary
institutions in order to share resources. Through this national network, online DE
programmes are made accessible to students and partner institutes are able to use it to host
their online DE programmes. This service is called the National Online Distance Education
Service (NODES). The PPP emphasized public-private institutional sharing through
matching grants for stipends, sharing of information, participation in standardized
accreditation system, providing access to online DE courses and involvement in sharing
programmes with overseas universities (Loxley, Ho et al. 2003). The OUSL-CE project
aimed to enhance and upgrade the OUSL‟s facilities and encourage staff development.
Online DE programmes are facilitated by the DEMP and the general public is able to access
these courses through telecentre facilities (called NACs), which are also funded by the
DEMP. An island-wide network of NACs (NODES Access Centres) and affiliated facilities
in schools make access convenient for distance learners registered in these online courses
(Distance Education Modernization Project n.d).
4.5.1.1 Online Distance Education
The NODES supplies online courses to students. However it is worth recalling that only
11.4% of the households in Sri Lanka own computers (Department of Census and Statistics
Sri Lanka 2009a), and only 0.7% households have Internet connectivity (Department of
Census and Statistics Sri Lanka 2004). According to Bates (2005), access and cost are the
most important factors to be considered in selecting a technology for DE. He argues further
that:
in developing countries, many of the technologies, for instance, the Internet, will be
beyond the reach of most of the target group for distance education for many years to
come (Bates 2005, p3).
The statistics above on Internet access in Sri Lanka confirm this.
4.5.1.2 Access to Online Distance Education
Although high speed 3G Mobile Broadband, ADSL (2MB) and ISDN (64Kbps) Internet
access is available in major cities and their conurbations, their high cost prevents wide
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uptake (Gunawardene and Wattegama 2003). As discussed earlier, the bandwidth provided
by most telecommunication providers for dial-up connections to the Internet is not adequate
to access real time video or audio. Therefore, even though the material is prepared and in
place, learners may not be able to access it from their homes in present conditions. The
telecentres are expected to provide the general public with affordable Internet access. 26
NACs were established under the DEMP; there are about 633 Nanasala (Nana meaning
knowledge) centres at the moment (Nanasala n.d.), which provide the general public with
access to computers. “Sarvodaya”, an NGO, also owns about 30 telecentres in rural Sri
Lanka; all these facilities together with Internet-cafes can be used by the public to access
materials over the Internet.
However, distance learners face problems in utilizing NAC facilities for their studies. DE is
generally utilized by individuals with commitments that do not allow involvement in
conventional study programmes. Attending a NAC during working hours is difficult if not
impossible for working students; so “NACs operate on all seven days, around 8-12 hours per
day depending on the demand” (Liyanage 2010, p2618). But, even if one manages to spare
time to attend a NAC, because there are only 26 NACs around the country it may involve a
round-trip journey that could take hours. As there are fewer buses on rural routes, especially
on weekends, and heavy traffic on Colombo roads, users both in rural areas and in Colombo
will be affected with a logistics problem. In some NACs where there is heavy utilization,
access to computers is allowed under a quota system. This allocation may not be enough for
an individual who is taking up several subjects to surf the web to find information, compile it
for reports with formatting, and to submit as course work (where there are assignments to be
submitted). Thus it can be seen that solely depending on a NAC is a challenge for a distance
learner.
On these grounds, the decision to utilize online learning to cater for school leavers is
questionable. Conversely, NODES provides services to the Postgraduate Institute of
Medicine for its newly introduced DE courses (DeSilva 2008). This is a wise decision as the
target audience of this programme consists of general practitioners who are able to access the
course through the Internet from home or from the office.
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Another major concern regarding NACs is their sustainability. Some of the centres were
established as early as 2007 and computers in these centres will soon need replacing. At the
proposal stage, it was hoped that the online courses offered by NODES would be selfsustainable at the end of the project by attracting sufficient students.
The costs and benefits of the new technologies will rise as users increase, spreading
the flow of information to a wider audience at reasonable cost [emphasis added]
(Loxley, Ho et al. 2003, p19).
However, the uptake of online DE fell far short of numbers expected to sustain the system,
and the fees charged to students for the service is not as high as the initial expectation. For
example, at the proposal stage of the DEMP:
[t]he net result of the analysis indicates that with as few as 10,000 students on-line
and paying user fees of $100 per year, the DEPP can continue existing operations
until the end of 2008. However, with an additional 10,000 students on-line per year
and paying the same user fees, the DEPP will have sufficient funds to continue
expanding curriculum development through migrating programs to the web and
additional upgrading of existing software and hardware (Loxley, Ho et al. 2003, p59).
It is worthwhile noting that $100 is roughly equivalent to Rs.11,300, which is a considerable
amount of money for a Sri Lankan. Thus authorities of the OUSL had negotiated the lower
fee chargeable to an OUSL student accessing NAC, as the OUSL is the only option for poor
students who are unable to pay high fees charged elsewhere for HE. Therefore, an OUSL
student pays about Rs.500 to access NAC facility whereas a Bachelor of Information
Technology (BIT) student from UoM is charged about Rs.15,000 (Personal Communication
with Anonymous 2010). However, it should also be mentioned that the BIT course offered
by UoM is a solely online course, whereas most of the OUSL online courses are
supplementary.
If research had been conducted into the amount of money students could afford for accessing
online courses through NACs, it might have resulted in a more realistic estimation of the
DEMP‟s cash flow calculations. Expecting a student to pay Rs.11,300 a year for NAC
facility is unrealistic, as a student could get connected via a broadband connection for the
same amount or less from the convenience of their own home (provided that the area is
covered by an Internet service provider and the student has a computer). For example,
Mobitel mobile broadband service offers several packages for monthly subscriptions ranging
from Rs.240 (1GB) to Rs.1,290 (8GB), with a connection fee of Rs.250 and a refundable
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deposit of maximum Rs.2,000 (Mobitel n.d). Even when taxes and extra usage charges are
included it could still be cheaper to use such a connection than using a NAC, when
considering the convenience, fee, time and logistics.
As the project had progressed with an unrealistic expectation for cost recovery and
sustainability, the government will have to subsidize the costs in order to use the available
facilities and to maintain NACs. In addition to the repayment of a 32-year loan, the project
incurs maintenance and upgrading costs that will also have to be borne by Sri Lankan tax
payers. Even though the project has created a considerable debt for the general public of Sri
Lanka, it has developed an online DE infrastructure in the country and has helped students to
gain access to the Internet in rural areas. It has also introduced online learning to
communities who would not have experienced it otherwise.
There are several similarities that could be observed with the case of the DEMP and the
AVU. Both were technology-driven projects in developing countries; but unlike the AVU
where the project was initiated by the funder, the DEMP was proposed by the host
government. Both projects have extended educational opportunities but at a great cost; they
were also overly optimistic on cost-recovery targets and now face sustainability issues. Both
these cases show that technology adoption decisions for DE in developing countries have
progressed without proper cost-benefit analysis, incurring huge investments of little or no
use (considering the amount of debt repayment), for the general public.

4.6 Conclusion
It is argued that today‟s learners require more flexible options for learning and that learning
is becoming a lifelong process. The use of new technology in distance education permits
many functions such as flexibility, convenience and building of a learning community.
Selecting the appropriate technology requires careful analysis of many parameters, such as
those defined by ACTIONS framework. Overlooking context in technology adaptation
decisions has caused some projects to fail after costly implementations. The extensive use of
technology also raises issues of quality as it presents more opportunities for plagiarism and
other forms of academic dishonesty. The government of Sri Lanka is relying on online
distance education to increase access to quality higher education and has invested heavily in
improving distance education technologies; the Distance Education Modernization Project is
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a result of this effort. The uptake of these online distance education programmes falls far
short of what was expected; thus the sustainability of the project is at stake.
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5 The Digital Divide
5.1 Introduction
The global knowledge economy (KE) as discussed in Chapter 3, favours a class of highlyskilled, flexible and adaptable workers for whom higher education (HE) has become a
prerequisite. The change of demographics in HE has increased the need for flexible delivery.
This has made technology-mediated distance education (DE), as discussed in Chapter 4, a
good option. The spread of ICTs has provided significant opportunities for individuals in
terms of life chances ranging from education, health care, social welfare, justice, civic
engagement and entertainment. However, if an individual or a nation is unable to develop the
potential of digital technologies, they are likely to be marginalized. Chapter 3 discussed
inequalities with respect to power, income and wealth. Here, the discussion concentrates on
inequalities observed in relation to digital technologies. It introduces the concept of the
digital divide (DD) and discusses the contemporary conception of the DD, drawing attention
to digital literacies. It then presents the consequences of digital inequality and briefly
discusses bridging the divide.

5.2 The Digital Divide
The concept of the DD initially referred to the gap or the difference between people who
have „access‟ to computers and the Internet and those who do not. In fact, it is argued that
the “digital divide is first and foremost a question of access to infrastructures” (UNESCO
2005, p29). This early conception of the DD, a deficiency of material access to some groups,
could be overcome by ensuring universal access to computers and the Internet. When a
technology is first introduced the cost of acquiring it is high. With time the cost of acquiring
technology generally reduces (patent royalties may end, thus significantly reducing the cost
of technology) and many people who were unable to afford it earlier are then able to acquire
it, thus closing the DD. However, this view of the DD assumes that the technology changes
will not create further divisions. For example, when „have nots‟ start acquiring narrowband
Internet connections, the technology has allowed „haves‟ to enjoy broadband connectivity;
when old hardware configurations are sold cheaply, new software requires more processing
power, more memory and is not always compatible with the older versions of hardware.
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Moreover, when narrowband Internet connections are affordable, newer websites use more
interactivity, animations, videos, and high resolution pictures that require a large volume of
data transfers. This shows that the DD is a dynamic phenomenon (van Dijk and Hacker
2003).
Earlier research on the DD has considered technology or media access and physical access to
be the same (van Dijk 2006). This earlier conception of the DD as a sole material deficiency
is now challenged. For example, an experiment was conducted in two poor slum
neighbourhoods in India by making personal computers accessible so that the people in that
neighbourhood could explore and experiment with them at their convenience. These
computers were set up as outdoor kiosks, which could be accessed from outside the
boundary wall, thus they are often referred to as “the hole-in-the-wall experiment”. This
experiment allowed minimally invasive learning and was reported to be highly successful in
educating children in computer skills (Mitra 1999). But after his observations at “the hole-inthe-wall” experiment sites, Warschauer (2002; 2003) argues that the minimally invasive
learning that was earlier reported to be successful was not useful unless special educational
aid or content was available for the users. Another such example is Ennis, the winning town
of the Ireland‟s Information Age Town competition in 1997. This small town won 15 million
Irish pounds to implement its proposal to promote the use of ICTs among its people and
small businesses and to promote digital inclusion. 1/15th of the prize money won by Ennis
was awarded to each of the three runner-up towns in the competition. However, after the
implementation of the award-winning proposal, the town had little to demonstrate as its
success. It had introduced the state of art technologies but lacked the necessary preparation
to raise awareness in people as to why it was done. Even with few resources, by carefully
planning their strategy, other towns have successfully promoted social inclusion using
technology better than the winning town (Warschauer 2003). Thus, it is evident that
providing physical or material access in itself would not bridge the divide. According to
Warschauer (2003):
meaningful access to ICT comprises far more than merely providing computer and
internet connections. Access to ICT is embedded in a complex array of factors
encompassing physical, digital, human and social resources and relationships.
Content and language, literacy and education, and community and institutional
structures must all be taken into account if meaningful access to new technologies to
be provided (Warschauer 2003, p6).
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Many research studies (Hoffman and Novak 1998; Hess and Leal 2001; Carroll, Rivara et al.
2005) on the DD report disparities between physical access to computers and other digital
technologies among members of different demographic categories such as income,
education, age, sex, and ethnicity. Growing gaps in physical access were seen in the 1990s
among people with high and low incomes, education and majority ethnicity compared to the
minorities; these gaps started to close in the developed countries but it kept widening in
developing countries (van Dijk 2005; 2006). The number of Internet users/ personal
computer users per 100 population provides a general idea of the level of physical
accessibility for people in a particular country. The United Nations Statistics Division
(United Nations Statistics Division 2010) revealed that there was a stark contrast between
developed countries and developing countries with regard to the number of Internet users.
For example, in the UK the number of Internet users grew from 1.9% in 1995 to 76.24% in
2008; while during the same period many African countries including Niger, Ethiopia and
Burundi were only able to increase Internet access to less than 1% of the population. Some
countries in Asia such as Bangladesh (0.35%), Myanmar (0.22%) and Cambodia (0.51%) too
have very low Internet penetration rates. Therefore, it can be seen that “the majority of the
population of the planet is [still] on the other side of the digital divide” (Castells 2004, p11).
Analysis of the latest ICT development index has shown that the DD was increasing within
the countries that ranked low in this index (International Telecommunication Union 2010).
In an attempt to identify the causes of disparities in terms of personal computers and Internet
penetration between countries, Chinn and Fairlie (2006) examined the relevant data for a
group of 161 countries over the period 1999-2001. They concluded that:
[t]he global digital divide is mainly - but by no means entirely - accounted for by
income differentials (Chinn and Fairlie 2006, p16).
Their analysis also revealed that telephone density and regulatory quality were of secondary
importance for computer penetration. For Internet penetration, regulatory quality was more
important than telephone density. Chinn and Fairlie (2006) also investigated the importance
of human capital for personal computer and for Internet penetration; they reported that an
increase in average schooling by a year was linked to one percentage point increase in the
personal computer penetration. The DD exists not only between countries but also within
countries among different communities such as urban-rural or ethnic majority-minority
(Jurich 2000).
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Viewing physical resources as the primary cause for the DD is now dated (Norris 2001;
Warschauer 2003; van Dijk 2005; Anderson 2010). Contemporary research has progressed to
identifying other causes of the DD to challenge the original term “digital divide”.

5.3 Digital Divide to Digital Inequality
The term “digital divide” is deceptive; it portrays a technological determinism to the divide
(van Dijk 2005). Scholars have warned against misconceptions that are likely due to the use
of this term as it paints a bipolar division of a more complex dynamic phenomenon, which
surfaces in many shades between the two poles. (van Dijk and Hacker 2003; Warschauer
2003; van Dijk 2005). For example, van Dijk argues that the term “digital divide” provides
the impression that: it is a simple division between two clearly demarcated groups with a
wide gap between them; this gap is not easy to bridge; this division is about absolute
inequalities between people who are included and excluded; and that it is a static condition
(van Dijk 2006). Warschauer (2003) too has concerns over the term “digital divide”. He
observes that the original emphasis placed on physical or material access to computers and
connectivity was difficult to overcome in people‟s minds; further he too is concerned about
the term‟s suggestion of a binary division in society. On the other hand, DiMaggio and
Hargittai (2001; DiMaggio, Hargittai et al. 2004) observing the changes in Internet access
over the years, report that a dichotomous view of the DD was natural and appropriate at a
time where a new technology was just beginning to diffuse. They observe that the
phenomenon has both technical and social dimensions. They argue that as technology
diffuses, usage access becomes more profound. This argument is supported by further
research (van Dijk and Hacker 2003; van Dijk 2005). However, as mentioned earlier, it is
difficult to erase the original meaning of the DD that attached great importance to physical
resource availability rather than to the issues of language, content, the ability to use digital
resources or community and social support (Warschauer 2003).
Two levels of differences within the DD were identified by Attewell (2001); first the access
gap due to material deficiency and second the usage gap. He argues that the access gap that
widened during the period 1994 to 2000 in the US between black and white population
groups, was driven by other factors such as income inequality and/or educational inequality
rather than ethnic differences. He envisions that if Internet access and computer ownership
increases at the rate it was increasing then, the DD would shift to the bottom 20% of the
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income distribution, already disadvantaged economically and educationally. He argues that
the second level DD was being obscured by some statistics, which merely check the
frequency of computer/Internet use. He points out that not all computer/Internet users gain
the same level of educational benefit from it. According to Attewell, the second DD relates
to the “social differences in the ways computers are used at school and at home” (Attewell
2001, p253). He suggests that it is more likely that poor pupils use computers at home for
playing games with minimal adult supervision, whereas pupils from affluent families thrive
using educational content with more adult involvement at home.
Thus,
[i]t is therefore naive to expect the provision of computers to reduce educational
differences among children in any simple or automatic way. On the contrary,
computers may, at least initially, exacerbate existing educational differences between
social classes (Attewell 2001, p257).
Natriello (2001) also argues that committing resources in order to bridge the access divide
might provide a quick solution to the more visible problem, but in essence would intensify
the less visible disparity between usage differences. Today the DD is seen as more complex
than simply concerning access and use. Warschauer (2003, p7) argued that the DD
framework was a “poor roadmap for using technology to promote social development”
because of its over-emphasis on the availability of physical resources. Further he asserts:
[w]hat is at stake is not access to ICT in the narrow sense of having a computer on
the premises but rather access in a much wider sense of being able to use ICT for
personally or socially meaningful ends (Warschauer 2003, p32).
He proposes an alternative framework, which is at the intersection of ICT and social
inclusion - the extent to which people are able to fully participate in the society and take
control of their futures (Warschauer 2003). He argues that access to ICTs and the promotion
of social inclusion engages a range of resources:


Physical resources – computers and telecommunication services and the access to
use them



Digital resources – the availability of online digital materials



Human resources – literacy and education



Social resources – community, institutional and social support that promotes access
to ICTs (Figure 5-1).
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Further he states that:
each resource is a contributor to effective use of ICT, presence of these resources
helps ensure that ICT can be well used and exploited. Each resource is a result of
effective use of ICT, by using ICT well we can help extend and promote these
resources. If handled well, these resources can thus serve as a virtual circle that
promotes social development and inclusion. If handled poorly, these elements can
serve as a vicious cycle of underdevelopment and exclusion (Warschauer 2003, p47)
[original emphasis].
From the above discussion it is clear that the DD is more than simply a material deficiency
and that it needs to be properly addressed to stop the creation of a vicious cycle of exclusion.

5.3.1 Physical Resources
As discussed earlier, in order to make physical resources more accessible it is necessary to
increase the affordability of computers and expand the telecommunication infrastructure to
extend and increase the affordability of telecommunications. In some instances, establishing
public access points also helps to make physical resources more accessible. It is worthwhile
noting efforts by different countries to make computers more affordable to its people; for
example, India‟s introduction of Simputer – a low cost and portable alternative to a personal
computer (Berman 2008), Aakash – a low cost tablet computer and the initiative One Laptop
per Child (OLPC) – a low-cost, low-power laptop with connectivity for children in the
developing world. Proposals to redistribute obsolete computers from developed countries to
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developing countries in an effort to provide material access for the poor (UNESCO 2005)
were vehemently opposed by academics in those developing countries. For example, Fuchs
and Horak (2008) argue that such initiatives would limit developing countries‟ access to new
technologies as well as creating environmental problems. As discussed in Chapter 3, today
knowledge depreciates at a higher rate than ever before; if developing countries are confined
to obsolete technology, it will hinder their ability to be competitive in the global KE.
In Sri Lanka, as discussed in Chapter 4, NGOs such as “Sarvodaya” have established
telecentres in rural areas. Under the e-Sri Lanka initiative, the government is also in the
process of establishing 1000 telecentres (Nanasala) around the country. These initiatives are
important because there is a stark contrast between access to physical resources in rural and
urban Sri Lanka. For example, in 2009, computer ownership in Sri Lanka was 11.4%, but
26.3% in urban areas, 9.8% in rural areas and 3.3% in estate areas (Department of Census
and Statistics Sri Lanka 2009a).

5.3.2 Digital Resources
In considering digital resources, content and language are of great importance. For example,
content for economic development, health care, educational opportunities, commercial
affairs, and content for the disabled could be made available through ICTs. Language on the
other hand, is a complex and highly significant issue related to content and also to ICT and
social inclusion. A recent survey on telecentre usage in Sri Lanka has revealed that the
majority of respondents were not benefiting from the Internet or email services because they
were not able to understand English (Gamage and Halpin 2007). This issue is highly
significant because unequal access to learning English generally overlaps with other social
inequalities (Warschauer 2003); for instance, in Sri Lanka geographic location (urban-rural
division) has an impact on the resources available for learning English. Thus:
[w]ith knowledge of English a requirement for access to many professions and
university programs, English becomes one more barrier to equal opportunity for the
poor (Warschauer 2003, p96).
In fact, in Sri Lanka higher educational opportunities in certain disciplines exist only in the
English medium, making English another barrier for students who are educated in local
languages.
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5.3.3 Social Resources
Social resources in Warshchauer‟s (2003) model include the support given by communities,
institutions and appropriate societal structures for extending ICT access to all. The needs of
communities must be accommodated by the selected technology in order for that technology
to be of use to the community. For example, the Kothmale Community Radio Internet
Project in Sri Lanka is a highly successful project that broadcasts on FM frequency and
distributes information available on the Internet to those who have no access to it (Jayaweera
2001). There are two modes of providing access to such information through this project:
one can use the access centre to search the Internet, or alternatively post the question on a
postcard to the radio station where the Internet will be searched, and answers will be
broadcast on radio.

5.3.4 Human Resources
Education and literacy are important contributors at the individual level for human resources.
Literacy or the ability to read, write and think is crucial to be able to use the Internet while
education helps an individual to determine how to use and benefit from the Internet
(Warschauer 2003).
5.3.4.1 New Meaning(s) to Literacy?
ICTs have brought new meanings to literacy (Anderson 2010). Traditionally as it was a
print-dominated culture, a person able to read and write was considered „literate‟ (Rassool
1999). Universal Primary Education was then sought to help development and was
advocated by the United Nations‟ agencies; yet there are many developing countries
struggling to provide basic education for their people. As discussed previously in Chapter 3,
the nature of work in the KE is demanding more than basic literacy from workers. The terms
„technological literacy‟, „computer literacy‟, „IT literacy‟ and „ICT literacy‟ were used to
demonstrate the new literacy needs, but with little agreement on their meanings. In fact,
some scholars preferred „literacies‟ to indicate the plurality of the concept (Bawden 2001;
Lankshear and Knobel 2008; Gillen and Barton 2009; Anderson 2010). Computer literacy
and digital literacy are used interchangeably by some scholars, such as Buckingham (2006)
and they are often not clearly defined. The Sri Lankan government conducted a pilot study in
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2004 to estimate the computer literacy of the country. This survey considered one to be
computer literate:
if he/she could do something on his/her own using a computer. For example, if a
child of 5 years old could play a game using a computer on his/her own, he/she was
considered as computer literate (Satharasinghe 2004).
Satharasinghe (2004) offered justification for this definition of computer literacy, arguing
that using a definition of computer literacy from a developed country, where computer usage
is much higher, does not suit Sri Lanka. This very basic ability to use computers is neither
sufficient for knowledge work (which includes searching, filtering and assimilating
knowledge from multiple sources), nor for participation in daily activities (such as online
shopping, banking and social networking). Only 20.3% reached even this very basic level in
2009 according to the Department of Census and Statistics Sri Lanka (Department of Census
and Statistics Sri Lanka 2009a).
IT literacy can be defined as:
the set of intellectual capabilities, knowledge and skills needed to use information
technology at a level appropriate to a person's position, work environment and
discipline and the ability to continue to develop them into the future (Winship 2001,
p14).
On the other hand, digital literacy was thought to be a: foundational knowledge or capability;
cultural entitlement; method of communication; socially and culturally situated practice; a
form of self-transformation (Beetham, McGill et al. 2009). The DigEuLit project has
developed the following definition of digital literacy.
Digital Literacy is the awareness, attitude and ability of individuals to appropriately
use digital tools and facilities to identify, access, manage, integrate, evaluate, analyse
and synthesize digital resources, construct new knowledge, create media expressions,
and communicate with others, in the context of specific life situations, in order to
enable constructive social action; and to reflect upon this process (Martin and
Grudziecki 2006, p255).
This has three stages of digital literacy development:


Level 1 : Digital Competence – includes attitude, awareness and skills



Level 2: Digital Usage – the application of digital competence



Level 3: Digital Transformation – the innovation and creativity enabled by digital usages
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Anderson (2010, p27) illustrates digital literacy as follows:

Figure 5-2: Digital Literacies Include Ability to ...

(Source: Adapted from Anderson 2010)
Online safety is another context where the notion of digital literacy has recently gained
prominence (Buckingham 2006). Thus it can be seen that becoming digitally literate
involves more than merely learning basic skills in order to use a computer or the Internet.
However, in order to become digitally literate one needs access to computers and the
Internet.

5.3.5 Successive Stages of Access
There are other models proposed to conceptualize the DD. According to van Dijk (2006,
p226):
[d]ifferences in physical access are related to a distribution of resources (temporal,
mental, material, social and cultural) that in turn can be accounted for by ascribed
categories such as age, sex, intelligence, personality and ability and positions in
society (labour, education and household position). The main consequence of the
digital divide, defined in this way, is more or less participation in the most relevant
fields of society (economy, politics, culture, spatial mobility, social institutions,
social networks and communities).
Van Dijk (2006) shows that there are ten types of inequalities suggested by social-scientific
and economic literature that can be categorized under the headings technological,
immaterial, material, social and educational as shown in Table 5-1. He argues that all these
forms were visible in the DD.
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Table 5-1: Inequalities Observed in Social-Scientific and Economic Literature

Technological
Immaterial
Material
Social
Educational

Technological opportunities
Life chances, Freedom
Capital (economic, social, cultural), Resources
Positions, Power, Participation
Capabilities, Skills

Still the most common type of inequality observed in the DD research is technological
opportunity; contemporary research on the DD increasingly focuses on skills and capabilities
for utilizing ICTs.
“Access” is an indispensible element in the DD debate. However, the word “access” is used
to give a variety of meanings in different circumstances; for example, simple tangible
physical access to computers and technology or more conceptual intangible motivational
access to computers and technology. Warschauer (2003) described a model of access based
on: devices – ownership of (or the facility to access) computers or other ICT devices;
conduits – access to ongoing connections that provides services on a regular basis such as
electricity, telephone or Internet connectivity; and literacy – “the skills needed for
functioning effectively in society” (Warschauer 2003, p41).
Van Dijk (2005) proposed the four successive stage model of access: motivational access;
material access; skills access; and usage access to conceptualize the DD. He argues that each
stage of access depends on the successful acquisition of the previous stage. Although a
significant contribution to the DD debate, some reservations are discussed later in this
section.
In this model, illustrated in Figure 5-3, material access is to be obtained after motivational
access; it is preceded by skills and usage access. Motivational access refers to an individual‟s
motivation to use digital technology and it is the first level of access. Material or physical
access is the possession of computers and connectivity to the Internet or being granted
permission to use them. The possession of digital skills, which can be categorized under
operational skills, informational skills, and strategic skills are essential in order to reach the
third stage (skills access). Usage access is the final stage, which allows the user to apply
technology for a specific purpose. For each new technological innovation this process of
successive stages of access repeats in order for the technology to be fully acquired.
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- Digital skills

Material Access
Next Innovation

Motivational Access

Figure 5-3: A Model of Successive Kinds of Access

(Source: van Dijk 2005, p22)
With motivational access, van Dijk (2005) differentiates between “have-nots” and “wantnots”. The people who would not want to utilize resources even when required material or
physical access was available are called “want-nots”. To him,
motivation is the initial condition of the whole process of new media access and
appropriation of the technology concerned. Motivation partly explains why
subsequent kinds of access are reached or not (van Dijk 2005, p43).
According to van Dijk, the lack of motivational access is not to be blamed on the individual,
but on technology itself for lacking qualities such as user-friendliness, attractiveness and
affordability. For example, even today, many error messages appearing on computer screens
are difficult for non-technical users to understand, which shows the lack of user-friendliness
in computer software. Material access can be observed with a resource-based view, with
respect to temporal, material, mental, and social resources (van Dijk 2005). For example, a
person retired or unemployed who has plenty of time as a resource, may lack material
resources such as computer hardware and software. Skills in this model comprise three types
of skills:


Operational skills – skills required to operate a computer, networks, hardware and
software



Information skills – ability to search, select, filter and process information from
computer and network sources.
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Strategic skills – ability to accomplish goals and to improve one‟s position in society
through using digital resources (van Dijk 2005).

Even after operational skills are acquired, users struggle to cope with the amount of
information at their disposal, especially searching for information on the Internet. To filter
out timely, relevant and useful information for the required purpose, one‟s level of education
provides an immense support. The amount of time an individual spends on selecting useful
information may vary drastically according to ability and experience. Indeed, van Dijk states
that:
inequalities of skills access are even bigger than the differences of material or
physical access (van Dijk 2005, p92).
The last stage is usage access that guarantees the full appropriation of digital media.
However, it was observed that even when some users have motivation, material, and skills
they do not utilize digital technologies because they do not have the need (DiMaggio and
Hargittai 2001), occasion, or time to use them. Van Dijk (2005) observed that usage differed
with the possession of resources (e.g. broadband access versus narrowband access),
positional categories (e.g. labour market position, educational position), and personal
categories (e.g. intelligence, personality, health). Thus, he concluded that digital
technologies benefited the people who already possessed a large number of resources. He
compared this with the Gospel of Matthew: “For everyone who has, more shall be given” or
the “Matthew Effect” (Merton 1968 cited in van Dijk 2005), which showed that already
advantaged groups benefited more from the introduction of new resources than their
counterparts. This corroborated the finding of other researchers such as Norris (2001). Van
Dijk further argues that the access problems of digital technology will shift from the first two
stages to the last two. His analysis shows that the last two stages of access are more
complicated to ascend and hence van Dijk exclaims: “the digital divide is deepening where it
has stopped widening” [original emphasis] (van Dijk 2005, p2).
Although van Dijk‟s approach is unique in modelling the stages of access required to gain
full appropriation of a technology, it has yet to be completely tested with empirical data. Due
to the complexity of the influencing factors, the testing of this model would indeed be a
challenge. However, the model only concentrates on the forward direction on acquiring
accesses for a given technology. But there can be a situation where an individual placed at a
higher stage of access is transferred to a lower stage. For example, if one is at the usage
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access stage (final stage) and suddenly due to positional change (for example, a change in
the labour market position by being made redundant), then loses physical access to
computers and the Internet, placing one at the motivational access stage according to the
model is problematic as one has already acquired and still possesses the skills. This type of
scenario is widely observed in Sri Lanka where not many households own computers; pupils
are able to use them at schools; as soon as they graduate from school they lose access to
computers. Nevertheless, with his detailed analysis on access, van Dijk (2005) presents
strong arguments regarding the deepening divide.

5.4 Consequences of Digital Inequality
Digital inequality severely constrains people‟s participation in everyday activities/services
such as: education, the labour market, politics, social relationships, culture, social services
and health care (van Dijk 2005). This has worsened
[a]s more forms of communication, social networking, community organizations, and
political debate and decision making gravitate to online media, those without access
to the technology will be shut out of opportunities to practice their full citizenship
(Warschauer 2003, p28).
For example, job vacancies that used to be advertised in newspapers are now appearing only
on the web and in many instances applications may only be made online; unless one has
access to this information and possesses the skills to apply online one would be at a great
disadvantage.

5.4.1 Education
Education is considered to provide a gateway to opportunities, especially for people in
developing countries. In a KE timely information and knowledge is of paramount
importance for success. Digital technologies are able to provide just that, and not having
access to such resources will have adverse effects on knowledge acquisition. In the
developed world for HE as well as for basic education ICTs are heavily used. Even though
pupils are able to access digital resources at school these resources are mostly shared. Pupils
who have computers and Internet connectivity at home are likely to enjoy more time
experimenting and developing important skills such as information finding and filtering
skills that are vital in later life. In HE and research the use of computers and the Internet is
most profound. Further, with advanced educational technologies students are able to access
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world-class education through distance educational means if they are equipped with
appropriate skills and connectivity. Thus, not possessing digital resources or the skills for
using them, limits the chances for education and in the long-term for succeeding in life.

5.4.2 Labour Market Position
As discussed in Chapter 3, today the economy favours knowledge workers. To become a
knowledge worker and to remain competitive in the labour market HE is a prerequisite and
continued learning and upgrading of knowledge and skills is essential. Digital technologies
facilitate DE; an ideal option for employed learners. At the same time, the Internet presents a
plethora of resources to all who have access to it; but only the skilled who are able to locate
the required information are able to perform their jobs effectively and efficiently (Hargittai
2008).

5.4.3 Politics
Today many countries use eGovernment services; these are intended to provide convenience
and transparency, and to increase citizens‟ involvement. Communication technologies such
as discussion boards and emails are good methods of gathering public opinions and views.
However, Norris (2001, p22) cautions that digital politics would “engage the engaged”.
People can protest, create petitions, and contact authorities at a minimal cost by using
computers and the Internet. Also, by accessing government websites it is possible to claim
benefits or gather information conveniently. For example, the Information Communication
Technology Agency in Sri Lanka has established a Government Information Centre – a
telephone service and a website to provide information regarding government services; the
telephone service has become very popular among the public, conversely the website is not
so popular. It could be speculated that it is because the telephone service is more accessible
that it has become more popular. The number of calls received by the centre provides
evidence of this: 30,368 calls in English, 37,722 in Tamil and 850,799 in Sinhala
(Information and Communication Technology Agency of Sri Lanka 2009).

5.4.4 Health
Information on new and more effective forms of treating diseases, medications and
prevention methods are available to people who are able to access information from some of
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the world‟s leading health research institutions. This information could be used to stop
epidemics spreading. For example, the 2011 outbreak of E-Coli in Germany could have been
much worse were it not for the public awareness created by new media; these, especially
social media such as Facebook and Twitter, are also used in crisis management and disaster
recovery efforts as a public relations and communication tool (Muralidharan, Rasmussen et
al. 2011).
As discussed in Chapter 3 increasing inequality within countries and between countries is
likely to disturb the world order in the form of extremist movements. Thus, the divide
introduced by technologies to distant parts of the world also has a bearing on the global
whole.

5.5 Bridging the Divide
As digital technologies are able to accelerate productivity, developed countries that are at the
forefront of technological innovation have an edge over the other countries (Castells 2000b;
Norris 2001), and are likely to maintain their position for the foreseeable future. As
discussed in Chapter 3, in today‟s networked society being or not being part of the network
determines the chances available for an individual, organization or even a country (Castells
1999b), thus being left out either due to infrastructural issues or the inability to use new
technologies (or for any other reason) will reduce the chances; thus it is vital to overcome
digital inequality. In the EU, a digital inclusion campaign has gained wider attention and
many projects are underway to include differently-abled, the elderly, migrants, minorities
and other such groups (European Commission 2008).
However, there is no easy solution to the problem, as it is deeply rooted and is strongly
associated with economic inequalities (Norris 2001; Chinn and Fairlie 2006). This
underlines the importance of economic inequality being addressed in order to bridge the DD
within and between countries. Conversely bridging economic inequality in itself is not likely
to solve the problem of digital inequality; peoples‟ attitude towards technology and skills
needed to use technology will also have to be addressed. Observing the developing world‟s
problem of the DD, van Dijk (2005, p205) concludes that:
strong emphasis on public access, addressing motivational and usage access awareness
programmes and the creation of practical local applications and cultural content are the
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prime objectives of local governments and of international agencies conducting
development work.
This shows the importance of policy initiatives in bridging the DD.

5.6 Conclusion
The Digital Divide is not a mere material deficiency, although it is strongly associated with
economic inequality; it has a presence in many other forms and is more meaningfully termed
„digital inequality‟. There are many adverse consequences of digital inequality, which
include reducing people‟s chances of participation in education, politics, the labour market
and civic activity, as well as lessening access to health care and social services. Bridging the
Digital Divide is a challenge that needs to be addressed carefully by providing material
access as well as by promoting motivational, skills and usage access, through introducing
meaningful and practical local applications and cultural content.
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6 Methodology and Research Design
6.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the framework of this study. The aim of the chapter is to provide
adequate understanding of the vantage point of the researcher in viewing the social world. It
also describes and justifies the research design. The chapter uses the research question as its
starting point. It discusses the accepted knowledge claims in relation to existing theories, and
provides reasons for the selection of particular theoretical approaches. This theoretical
perspective is then connected with an appropriate methodology, providing an explanation for
this choice. Data collection methods and their relative merits are discussed in order to
demonstrate the rationale for selecting them for the study. Finally, the areas of ethical
considerations, field work, and achieving quality in research, are discussed.
Research Question:
What impact has the introduction of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs)
to undergraduate distance education (DE) programmes in Sri Lankan state universities had
on facilitating access to higher education (HE)?
This leads to the following sub-questions and specific questions:
1. How have ICTs been introduced to undergraduate DE programmes in contemporary Sri
Lanka?
a. What is the government rationale for introducing ICTs to undergraduate DE
programmes and which initiatives have been introduced?
b. How have these been implemented by the state universities providing DE
undergraduate degree programmes?
2. How are these initiatives perceived and experienced by the students on DE
undergraduate degree programmes?
c. What ideas and beliefs do students have about the introduction of ICTs to
undergraduate DE degree programmes?
d. How do they utilize ICTs to engage in their learning programmes?
3. How have ICT based DE programmes influenced „access‟ to HE?
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e. Why have students enrolled on these programmes?
f. How well are they prepared for these programmes regarding skills, motivation and
resources?
g. What are the characteristics of students who have gained „access‟ to HE through
these initiatives?
4. What are the strengths and constraints of the DE system implemented?
h. What are the difficulties faced by students in participating in these programmes?

6.2 Knowledge Claims
Researchers make assumptions in understanding social phenomena; these are known as
„knowledge claims‟ (Crotty 1998). These knowledge claims are called epistemologies and
ontologies (Crotty 1998) or paradigms (Guba and Lincoln 1994). “What is knowledge?”
(ontology) and “how we know it?” (epistemology) are important claims that underpin
research.

6.2.1 Epistemology
Epistemology is the theory of knowledge; what is considered adequate knowledge in a given
discipline is an epistemological question (Bryman 2008). A philosophical basis to establish
what knowledge is possible, and how that knowledge can be evaluated as adequate and
legitimate, is offered by epistemology and therefore it shapes „how we know what we know‟
[original emphasis] (Crotty 1998, p8).
Subjectivism and objectivism are two such epistemological positions. Objectivism claims
“meaning and therefore meaningful reality exists as such apart from the operation of
consciousness”; subjectivism affirms that “meaning does not come out of interplay between
subject and object but is imposed on the object by the subject” (Crotty 1998, p8). Both
claims have been challenged by intellectuals over the years. Does an object carry an intrinsic
meaning? If so, would that meaning be the same for everyone? For example, an object that is
considered sacred in one culture may not be seen similarly in another. Thus, it can be seen
that one‟s interpretation of the world depends heavily on one‟s values, beliefs and culture.
On the other hand, can the object make no contribution to the generation of meaning? The
object may be meaningless such as the „pseudo poem‟ presented by Fish (1980) to his
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students. This pseudo poem comprised some words written on a blackboard while teaching
to another class, which he introduced to the next class as a „poem‟. Nevertheless, it became
an important element for his students during the process of meaning construction.
Being sceptical of these knowledge claims, the social world is viewed in a different
perspective that can best be described as:
[t]here is no objective truth waiting for us to discover it. Truth, or meaning, comes
into existence in and out of our engagement with the realities in our world. There is
no meaning without a mind. Meaning is not discovered, but constructed (Crotty
1998, p8-9).
People construct meaning and knowledge as they engage with and interpret the world in their
day-to-day lives (Crotty 1998); the invention of concepts is an approach to make sense of
these experiences. Modifications to existing concepts are incorporated when they are
challenged by newer experiences, thus constructing further knowledge (Schwandt 1994).
People develop different and multiple subjective meanings in order to understand their
experiences, which are shaped by their historical and cultural backgrounds (Creswell 2003).
Thus, the same phenomenon can give rise to different meanings in different settings. This
epistemological stance is known as constructionism. The terms „constructionism‟ and
„constructivism‟ are used interchangeably in the literature (Burr 1996; Crotty 1998; Creswell
2003; Lewis-Beck, Bryman et al. 2006).

6.2.2 Theoretical Perspective
Identification of the theoretical underpinnings of a research study is important as it provides
a framework, which facilitates the understanding of social phenomena and the interpretation
of research findings (Bryman 2008). It also demonstrates the philosophy underpinning the
chosen methodology of a research project (Crotty 1998). As such, the theoretical perspective
and method(s) are intertwined. It is therefore evident that “different ways of viewing the
world shape different ways of researching the world” (Crotty 1998, p66).
Positivism and its variants have dominated traditional social science research. The positivist
approach, which follows the methods of natural sciences, relies on value-free, detached
observation (Crotty 1998). This research project is viewed as an exercise in meaning
construction. Therefore, a positivist or postpositivist approach that relies on value free,
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detached observation and deterministic and reductionist assumptions does not provide a
basis for this work.
In contrast to positivism, interpretivism emerged as an attempt to understand the subjective
meaning of social action (Bryman 2008). Symbolic interactionism is one division of the
historical splits of interpretivism, stemming from the thoughts of the American philosopher
George Herbert Mead (Morris 1934; Blumer 1969). Three important properties distinguish
symbolic interactionism: an individual‟s act toward a thing depends on the meanings that the
individual holds for it; these meanings originate from social interactions; and these meanings
are approached and changed through an interpretative process (Blumer 1969). An emerging
vital concept of symbolic interactionism is the interpretation of another by adopting their
perspective (Blumer 1969; Crotty 1998). On the one hand, symbolic interactionism is
appealing due to its emphasis on culture and attempts to place the investigator in the place of
people being studied to make a better interpretation of the setting. On the other hand, it
suffers from being prepared to accept meanings at their face value (Crotty 1998). Blumer
(1969) argues that the aim of an exploratory study is to develop, as far as possible, a
complete understanding of a social phenomenon; adopting another‟s viewpoint provides
first-hand information required in developing that understanding. However, there are other
viewpoints that question the ability of one to adopt another‟s viewpoint.
An exploratory study focusing on a developing country, especially in an area having
potential to contribute to that country‟s development by informing policy, needs to be rich in
depth. The concept of interpretation of another by adopting their perspective, which allows
first-hand knowledge, is vital in such a study. This research project is undertaken by a
researcher who:


is a native Sri Lankan



has experienced the Sri Lankan education and higher education (HE) system



has been exposed to distance education (DE)
o at an early age using television broadcasting to prepare for University of
Warwick English for Communication exams
o during undergraduate studies to prepare for a Graphics and Image Processing
module conducted by a lecturer from the National University of Singapore
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o to prepare for Australian Computer Society examinations for Information
Technology


has experienced the Learning Management System (LMS) that is used in Sri Lankan
state universities
o as a learner on a postgraduate programme
o as a facilitator for undergraduate and postgraduate students during a tenure as
a lecturer in a state university

Therefore, the researcher has sufficient experience to explore the research setting as an
insider. The purpose of this research is to better understand the impact of ICTs on DE
undergraduate degree programmes in Sri Lanka. The research findings are intended to reflect
the contemporary situation in the country with respect to the use of ICTs for DE. Thus, the
perspectives of students and educators are of paramount importance. Hence, the study adopts
a symbolic interactionist approach.
Structuralism, another theoretical perspective, requires the comprehension of the inner
structures in order to understand how they control the surface structures (Glazer 1994).
However, would this perspective adequately represent the experience of an individual or of a
small group? In contrast to structuralism, post-structuralism views things to be disorderly
and unstable. Derrida, a well known post-structuralist, offered a subversive and
deconstructive approach, which was given great significance within the postmodernist
framework. This perspective was an attempt to „free‟ society of the ideas of intellectual
authorities that create the dominant discourse (Ritzer and Goodman 2003). Many similarities
can be seen between poststructuralist theories and postmodern practices which makes it
complex to differentiate between them (Sarup 1993; Ritzer and Goodman 2003). In fact,
there is no clear line drawn between post-structuralism and postmodernism and “postmodern
thinking can be seen as an expansion and an exaggeration of poststructuralism” (Ritzer and
Goodman 2003, p94).
Postmodern thinking tends to be relativistic and takes account of ambiguity, contradictions
and discontinuities as opposed to modern social theory, which is founded on a universal,
rational basis (Ritzer and Goodman 2003). The stance that knowledge has secure and certain
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foundations (foundationalism) is rejected by postmodernists; they also refuse the idea of a
grand narrative and believe in localized narratives (Dickens and Fontana 1994).
The postmodernist context of doubt, [..] distrusts all methods equally. No method has
a privileged status. But a postmodernist position does allow us to know “something”
without claiming to know everything. Having a partial, local, and historical
knowledge is still knowing (Richardson and St.Pierre 2005, p961).
Many criticisms of postmodernism stem from its rejection of grand narratives and its
vagueness (Ritzer and Goodman 2003). However, postmodernist thinking, namely the
rejection of absolute truths, objective values and the acceptance of local truths and values,
makes it suitable for interpreting the results of this study. Solutions to bridge the Digital
Divide (DD) and possibilities of providing HE access to the masses using ICTs may exist;
but this does not necessarily mean that this will be an absolute truth applicable to all
contexts. In many studies, the developing world is taken as a whole and poverty, illiteracy,
gender disparity and civil unrest as seen by the intellectual authorities are reported as “the
discourse.” Approaching this research with a postmodernist perspective would allow
accommodation of localized discourses that had been suppressed by the dominant discourse
over the years. Although research findings present an understanding of the situation, it is
acknowledged that there may be various other representations of the same; because
postmodernism stresses different forms of individual and social identities and believes that it
is not possible for anyone to understand „everything‟ (Sarup 1993).
The rapid rate of social change fuelled by the advancement of ICTs and transportation is
evident in most parts of the world. The Internet and other media have successfully
compressed the world, where distant locations and their happenings seem more familiar than
the local neighbourhood. Liberalization and deregulation policies and the advancement of
ICTs have brought a global economy into existence (Castells 2000b), creating greater
interdependence between nations. Not only the economy but also politics, technology,
culture, and society as a whole have been transformed, and form part of the interactive
global arena. This increased connectedness, consciousness and interdependence is the
process and result of globalization. The process of globalization poses opportunities and
threats; nations are required to grab opportunities to advance in the globalized world; Sri
Lanka is no exception. By increasing access to HE, Sri Lanka is attempting to improve its
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human capital which is vital in the global knowledge economy (KE). Hence, globalization is
a key theoretical underpinning to this research study.
In increasing access to HE through conventional means, many developing countries face
difficulties due to budgets already stretched and exhausted. DE on the other hand, is
accepted as a low unit cost solution to providing a high quality education (Perraton 2000;
Rumble 2001; Bates 2005). In Sri Lanka, online DE is positively accepted by the
government. Hence, concepts of DE and technology-mediated education are also important
in the theoretical framework of this research.
The use of ICTs for instruction in Sri Lanka inevitably raises the question of affordability
and accessibility for two major reasons. Under the “Free Education” policy, conventional
state university HE is fully funded by the government, while DE in state universities has to
be self-funded; this raises the question of affordability. The use of ICTs for instructions in a
country where only 11.4% of the households possess computers, 20.3% of those aged 5-69 is
computer literate (Department of Census and Statistics Sri Lanka 2009a) and 0.7% have
access to the Internet (Department of Census and Statistics Sri Lanka 2004) raises the
question of accessibility. Another important factor to be considered is that these numbers
exclude the war-torn Northern Province and some districts of the Eastern Province, which
are considered to be among the least developed areas in the country. Hence, in framing this
research the concept of the digital divide (DD) provides an invaluable contribution.
In summary, symbolic interactionism and postmodernism have been selected as the
epistemological and ontological framework of this research, whilst the concepts of
globalization, DE, technology-mediated education and the DD underpin the theoretical basis
of the study.

6.3 Methodology
Ethnography represents the study of people in their natural environment in order to
understand their social meanings. A researcher participates directly in the setting to collect
data in a methodical approach but “without meaning being imposed on them externally”
(Brewer 2000, p6). Immersing oneself in the social setting for an extended period is a key
concept in an ethnographic study (Hammersley and Atkinson 1996; Creswell 1998; Gilbert
2001; Hammersley and Atkinson 2007; Bryman 2008). The potential of ethnography, case
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studies and grounded theory as research approaches for DE research was identified by
Minnis (1985) more than 25 years ago. He argued that these can enhance the
conceptualization and development of theory in DE research. Ethnographic studies generally
offer a good understanding of the situation being studied, grounding it in data from an
insider perspective. Therefore, a good understanding of the contemporary situation in Sri
Lanka with respect to the use of ICT in DE can be gained by employing an ethnographic
study. In fact, discussing the types of studies that are suitable for ethnographic
investigations, Pole and Morrisson (2003) highlight the importance of an ethnographic
approach to investigating ICT implementation at the level of the individual, the institution
and the locale in order to understand the diversity of meanings and understandings. Heath
(1997) argues that ethnography is a good approach when studying the use of technology in
different environments, and that it provides a means with which to evaluate the
contemporary setting of an environment. Hara and Kling (2003) have employed
ethnographic research to study the distress of students in a web-based DE programme, while
Guribye and Wasson (2002) demonstrated that ethnography can be a creative and
challenging method to study distributed collaborative learning. Together these demonstrate
that ethnography is a highly suitable approach for this research.
Although ethnography is considered a very good method to produce a quality description of
the object of research, there are some drawbacks. „Going native‟ is one of the mostly cited
drawbacks of ethnography where ethnographers get wrapped in the dominant discourse and
lose their sense of being a researcher (Bryman 2008). However, as mentioned earlier there
are postmodernists who are sceptical of the idea of „going native‟ claiming that it is
impossible for an outsider to understand a setting as an insider. Another problem of
ethnography is lengthy, time consuming but unfocused field work that can result in
superficial data. Being aware of such pitfalls and planning the data collection during field
work helped to avoid such mistakes in this research project.
Being an insider by sharing cultural understanding and educational experiences, and being
an outsider by not being directly related to researched organizations provided the researcher
with both advantages and disadvantages. Some student respondents before agreeing to
interviews asked whether the researcher was employed by their institution. When told that
the project was an independent research project, they seemed happier to participate. On the
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other hand, because the researcher was not employed by the institutions that were
researched, sometimes it was difficult to obtain permission to recruit participants and access
data held by the institutions. However, overall, the researcher believes that being an insider
and outsider at the same time was beneficial for this research project. It allowed insight into
the true student experiences, which are presented and discussed in Chapters 7-10.

6.4 Method
Method in Greek means “a route that leads to the goal” (Kvale 1996, p4); in this respect,
method in a research context is the route that guides a researcher in carrying out the research.
The selection of appropriate method(s) depends on several important factors, such as: the
type of questions to be answered; the investigator‟s ability to control the actual events; and
the period of focus, whether contemporary or historical (Yin 2003). Crotty (1998) argues
that the view that quantitative methods are exclusive to objectivist research, and that
qualitative methods such as interviews are exclusive to subjectivist or constructivist research
is contestable. In this research, methods are selected based on their relative merits and
applicability to the research context.

6.4.1 Case Study
When a researcher explores a programme, an event, an activity, a process or individual(s) in
depth as a study, it can be considered a case study. A case study is bounded by time and
activity, and the researcher collects data about the case over a sustained period (Robson
1993; Stake 1995). Three types of case studies are observed by Stake (1998):
1. Intrinsic case – a study of a particular case (here the „case‟ is of special interest)
2. Instrumental case – here the „case‟ is not of special interest
3. Collective case – several cases are studied jointly in order to understand the
phenomenon.
Mabry (2008) distinguishes between typical or atypical case studies: a typical case study is a
representative of a larger population or general situation, while an atypical case study is in
conflict with the ordinary. However, this distinction is questionable in the postmodern
perspective in which any generalization is considered impossible.

100

Yin (2003, p2) argues that:
the distinctive need for case studies arises out of the desire to understand complex
social phenomena. [...] [T]he case study method allows investigators to retain the
holistic and meaningful characteristics of real-life events.
Hence, where statistical methods and formal models are difficult to employ (due to the
complexity of the phenomena), case studies provide a strong method for investigation
(George and Bennett 2005). Several other advantages of case studies are: the potential for
reaching a high level of conceptual validity (by identifying and measuring indicators for
complex concepts); the likelihood of developing new hypotheses; the ability to closely
examine the hypothesized function of causal mechanisms (George and Bennett 2005).
However, Kilduff and Mehra (1997), arguing from a postmodern perspective, suggest that it
is not possible to understand causal mechanisms because the causes to be investigated cannot
be isolated in the actual social world.
Case studies are a preferred method when explanatory questions are investigated in real life,
contemporary phenomena where the level of control (if any) an investigator has is very
limited (Yin 2003). Since all these criteria matched the problem at hand, a case study method
was selected.
A single case study design is preferred for a unique case or when the study is longitudinal; it
is also useful to test a well formulated theory (Yin 2003; George and Bennett 2005). As this
project involves modest time-scale exploration of a phenomenon with multiple instances a
multiple case study design is more suitable. It also has advantage over single case study
design due to a single case study‟s likelihood of misrepresentation of a situation and the
susceptibility of misjudgement of attributes in case selection (Yin 2003). With a multiple
case study design it is also possible to compare and contrast findings; it can also improve
generalizability, if under different conditions common conclusions could be drawn. At the
same time, there are scholars who maintain that generalization is not possible in case study
research (Lincoln and Guba 2000). Critiques of multiple case designs argue that such designs
result in inadequate attention for any single case (Bryman 2008). Due to the relative merits
of multiple case study design, a multiple case study using an ethnographic research approach
was selected as the research method for this study even though this demanded extensive
resources and time.
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6.4.1.1 Case Selection
The identification of a case to be studied often depends on the researcher‟s interest and the
ability to negotiate access (Mabry 2008). However, George and Bennett (2005) are critical of
this viewpoint. They argue that:
One should not select cases simply because they are interesting, important, or easily
researched using readily available data. Rather case selection should be an integral
part of a good research strategy to achieve well defined objectives of the study
(George and Bennett 2005, p83).
In fact, the critiques of case study research often focus on case selection. Although it is
important to consider George and Bennett‟s argument on case selection, Mabry‟s
justification for case selection cannot be ignored. No matter how good the selected cases are,
unless the researcher can negotiate access, the study cannot materialize. There are some
important criteria that were evaluated in the selection of cases for this study.
In Sri Lanka, there are several state universities that offer DE at undergraduate level. Of
these, four universities participated in the Distance Education Modernization Project DEMP (as of December 2008). There was one other state university that did not participate
in this programme that had implemented an online course for their DE degree programme.
As the study is concentrating on the impact of ICT, cases were selected from these
institutions that had implemented ICT in their DE degree programmes. Out of these, two
universities were selected as they provided:


Satisfactorily different characteristics with respect to their DE practices



A portrait of different stages of development in DE offerings



A representation of diverse phases of growth with respect to the use of ICTs in DE
programmes



Education for the majority of distance learners in the country

Selected institutions were (pseudonymous):
1. Yellow Fields University (YFU)
2. Orange Valley University (OVU)

6.4.2 Population for Study
It was important to understand the viewpoints of the policy maker, of the policy
implementation authority and of the end users who experienced the implemented policy at
102

the university study programme level, in order to gain a better view of the contemporary Sri
Lankan context. Therefore, data collection was required at these levels: at the policy making
level (National Education Commission - NEC); policy implementation levels (Ministry of
Higher Education - MoHE, University Grants Commission - UGC, the DEMP‟s and each
university‟s authorities); and at the end user level (students and lecturers/tutors).
Distinctions between different types of degree programmes have deliberately not been made
so as to examine the different perspectives that may emerge from different groups of
learners/teachers. In adopting a postmodernist vantage point, it is essential to provide
sufficient opportunity for all groups to voice their concerns.
6.4.2.1 Sampling
With limited resources, it is not possible to study the whole population of interest; hence,
researchers draw a sample from the population. The sampling technique can broadly be
divided in two, namely: probability sampling and non-probability sampling. Probability
sampling allows a generalization of findings, and for survey-based research probability
sampling is generally recommended (May 2001). Non-probability sampling is generally used
when developing scales, developing tentative hypotheses or when an exploratory view of the
data patterns is required (DeVaus 2004). Qualitative studies in general utilize purposive
sampling (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Bryman 2008), a form of non-probability sampling;
hence, this research, too, has utilized purposive sampling. In purposive sampling,
participants are selected in a strategic way in order to find answers to research questions
(Bryman 2008).

6.4.3 Data Collection Methods
There is a plethora of data collection methods available for ethnographic researchers.
However, effective data collection methods largely depend on the type of project undertaken.
As argued by Charmaz (2006, p15):
although methods are mere tools, they do have consequences. Choose methods that
help you answer your research questions with ingenuity and incisiveness. How you
collect data affects which phenomena you will see, how, where and when you will
view them, and what sense you will make of them [original emphasis].
This shows the importance of identifying appropriate methods.
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6.4.3.1 Interviews
Many qualitative studies use interviews as a data collection method because this allows
researchers to probe into interesting areas of inquiry to gather rich data.
An interview is literally an inter view, an inter change of views between two persons
conversing about a theme of mutual interest [original emphasis] (Kvale 1996, p2).
Kvale (1996; 2008) views qualitative research interviews as a knowledge-construction
exercise between the researcher and the participant. In fact, today a growing number of
qualitative researchers recognize interviews as an „active interaction‟ (Holstein and Gubrium
1995; Fontana and Fery 2005) between interviewer and interviewee(s). However, different
epistemological orientations can generate varying viewpoints with respect to the knowledge
generated through an interview. The metaphors of the interviewer as a miner and the
interviewer as a traveller introduced by Kvale (1996) demonstrate these orientations.
In the miner metaphor, knowledge is understood as buried metal and the interviewer
is a miner who unearths the valuable metal. Some miners seek objective facts to be
quantified; others seek nuggets of essential meaning. [..] The alternative traveller
metaphor understands the interviewer as a traveller on a journey that leads to a tale to
be told upon returning home. [original emphasis] (Kvale 1996, p4).
The traveller metaphor denotes the constructive understanding of the world and this is
consistent with the knowledge claims accepted, creating a tight link between method,
methodology and knowledge claims.
Although interview is a rich method for gathering qualitative data, it is not without scholarly
criticism. There have been accusations of it being person dependent, subjective and leading.
However, Kvale (2008) observes this from a different perspective. He suggests,
rather than attempt to eliminate the influence of the personal interaction of
interviewer and interviewee, we might regard the person of the interviewer as the
primary research instrument for obtaining knowledge, which puts strong demands on
the quality of his or her knowledge, their empathy and their craftsmanship (Kvale
2008, p86).
In fact, this is the direction where interview as an active interaction leads. Furthermore, by
conducting interviews with different groups of people relevant to a phenomenon, the
researcher can develop a full picture of the setting. Methodological tools such as
triangulation (discussed later in the chapter) help researchers take the full advantage of this
powerful method of data collection, helping to maximize scientific rigour.
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Many forms of interviews can be identified in the literature, out of which three major
interview types can be elicited: structured, unstructured and group interviewing (Fontana and
Fery 2005). Structured interviews pose a pre-established set of questions in a sequence
allowing little or no variation, expecting the interviewer to be neutral. In contrast,
unstructured interviews place great importance on the interviewee‟s story. Between these
two extremes lies the semi-structured interview, which is guided by a set of questions, but
nevertheless places much interest on the participant‟s views where the overall direction of
the interview is also influenced by the interviewees‟ views. Group interviews are generally
designated as focus group interviews (Fontana and Fery 2005), as a collective conversation
or an interview in a group setting (Kamberelis and Dimitriadis 2005). Group interviews are
considered more economical and stimulating. However, apart from the difficulties of the
physical arrangements of group interviews, they suffer from „group think‟ (Fontana and Fery
2005). The form of information sought by the interviewer largely determines the type of
interview to be employed, including face-to-face interviewing, telephone interviewing, and
computer assisted interviewing. In face-to-face interviewing, the influence of both the
interviewer‟s personality and sensitive questions are two aspects that require consideration.
However, as already discussed, interviewer influence can be converted into a positive effect
considering the active nature of the process, and thus it can be rated as a very good approach
to be employed in this research. Telephone interviews (or voice call over the Internet) on the
other hand can reach distant interviewees cost-effectively, provided that the infrastructure is
available. As the researcher wanted to reach distant learners this method of interviewing was
highly appropriate due to the physical barriers.
The focus of the study, the use of ICT in DE and its implications for access, requires an
understanding of how learners view this practice. Therefore, semi-structured interviews were
employed as the main method of data collection because semi-structured interviews provided
general guidelines to conduct the interview with flexibility to generate rich qualitative data
through probing.
Cultural understanding is considered a prerequisite for successful qualitative interviewing
(Rubin and Rubin 1995). Culture, for Rubin and Rubin (1995), is the interpretation of the
world by developing a shared understanding. With this insight, it is worthwhile indicating a
methodological flaw in Andersson‟s (2008b) attempt to identify major challenges for e105

Learning in developing countries. She had used the Bachelor of Information Technology
(BIT) programme offered by the University of Colombo School of Computing as one of her
case studies. Describing her field work she claims, “students were shy or for some other
reason hesitated to talk” (Andersson 2008b, p49). In fact, she had overlooked the use of
English as the language of communication. Sinhala is the native language of most Sri
Lankans. Due to the lack of qualified English teachers, many rural students have a poor
knowledge of English even though it is a compulsory subject on the school curriculum.
Although, she mentions that she overcame this problem by requesting students to write
letters instead of speaking to her (Andersson 2008b; 2008a), responses received are likely to
be from competent English users, largely comprising students from National Schools and
elite families. It is not clear whether this was considered in the analysis. Even when
respondents may be fluent in the language of the interviewer, there are different ways
of saying things – or indeed things that should not be said at all – linking language
and cultural manifestations (Fontana and Fery 2005, p707).
Therefore, even if the language barrier is overcome, the cultural barrier remains a challenge
for her. As one of Andersson‟s respondents comments:
In our country as well, the rural areas are really really rural. They don‟t have IT at all.
You’d be surprised. Some of the parts of our country still do not have electricity
[emphasis added] (Andersson 2008b, p55).
This shows that the respondent considers the researcher an „outsider‟ who lacks knowledge
of the context. Therefore, it is reasonable to question the methodological choice, as language
and culture are important considerations for successful qualitative interviewing. Sharing the
same cultural understanding and native language makes it possible for the researcher to
overcome the barriers faced by Andersson (2008b; 2008a). In this research the interviewee
was given the option of selecting his/her preferred language (either Sinhala or English) for
the interview. Therefore, interview as a data collection method was expected to provide rich,
in-depth understanding.
6.4.3.2 Questionnaires
A survey, largely viewed as a positivist form of data collection, can also be used in a
qualitative study to increase the richness of the data, and especially to gather wider views.
Structured interviews or self-completion questionnaire are the two main ways of
administering a survey (Bryman 2008). Structured interviewing has advantages such as:
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attracting higher response rates and providing clarifications for questions. However, it
consumes more resources. On the other hand, self-completion questionnaires are an efficient
method of data collection (Robson 1993), but the response rates can be low. In using a
questionnaire, the researcher needs to be aware of presenting relevant questions. Further,
data captured in a questionnaire is generally superficial and the honesty of responses is
difficult to verify (Robson 1993). However, Yu (2010) argues that the issue of self-reported
data, such as this, is less serious in studies conducted in naturalistic settings than in
experimental settings. Although survey researchers typically utilize closed questions in
questionnaires, there are advantages of using open-ended questions (Bryman 2008).
However, answering open-ended questions places demands on the respondent and the level
of literacy can also cause problems. Answers to closed questions are easier to analyse, but
spontaneous answers cannot be captured through them. Therefore, a balance between the two
types needs to be maintained as appropriate.
Self-completion questionnaires were used in this study and both printed and electronic media
were employed for data collection. The main rationale for employing a questionnaire method
was to gather wider views as well as to invite respondents to volunteer for interviews. It was
expected that after completion of the questionnaire, and understanding the validity of the
research, respondents would volunteer for interviews.
6.4.3.3 Documentary Evidence
A document is a written text in a physical medium where the medium is primarily there to
contain the text (Scott 1990). In this sense, images (photographs or videos) can also be
categorized as documents (Mason 1996); images may also be considered as texts (Silverman
2001). In approaching any documentary evidence, there are four criteria that need to be
applied; authenticity, credibility, representativeness, and meaning (Scott 1990). Authenticity
checks the genuineness of the document while credibility observes whether the evidence is
undistorted and free from error. Representativeness is the typicality of the document and
meaning is its comprehensibility. When interpreting documents, Scott (1990) suggests using
three levels of meaning interpretation; the author‟s intent on producing the document, the
meaning received by the audience, and the internal meaning of the document itself. Thus, it
is vital to understand the circumstance under which a document was produced, in order to
interpret its meaning.
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The automatic activity logs of online learning environments are a good source for identifying
the level of activity within the system. Systems administrators can collect these logs from the
server which can then be interpreted. Available reports (such as project reports, grant
applications, project evaluation reports), promotional material, and policy documents are
also utilized as documentary evidence along with student demographic data recorded in
registers. The rationale for employing documentary evidence as a data source in this study
was to supplement data collected from other sources. For example, activity logs provide a
time series data of learning environment use by students, which can be analysed along with
students‟ statements of use in order to complement interview data.

6.4.4 Triangulation
In case study research, individual sources of evidence are not generally recommended
(Robson 1993; Yin 2003; Stake 2005). Denzin (1970) emphasises the necessity of examining
sociological problems from as many different methodological perspectives as possible. He
suggests conceiving „triangulation‟ as involving a variety of data, investigators, theories as
well as methodologies. „Triangulation‟ is a word derived from the naval method of locating
ships at sea that uses three distinct points to find a ship‟s position. However, triangulation
does not require three sources (or methods, observers, data collection events or theoretical
perspectives); fewer or more than three may be used as appropriate (Mabry 2008). Janesick
(1998) describes triangulation types as:
1. Data triangulation: utilizing several different data sources
2. Investigator triangulation: utilizing different researchers or evaluators
3. Theory triangulation: utilizing a variety of perspectives in interpreting a set of data
4. Methodological triangulation: utilizing multiple methods to investigate a single
research problem
She proposes to include a fifth type in the list: interdisciplinary triangulation to enable
researchers to think broadly. Richardson and St.Pierre (2005) propose the idea of
„crystallization‟ as there are more than „three‟ sides to view the world. However, the concept
of triangulation is about multiple sources; not necessarily „three‟ viewpoints. Denzin and
Lincoln‟s (2005b, p6) conception of triangulation as “the simultaneous display of multiple
refracted realities” maintain this viewpoint. Triangulation is considered particularly useful in
the analysis of qualitative data where trustworthiness can be questioned. This provides a way
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to compare evidence collected from one source with another source and to some extent it
provides a means of cross-validation (Robson 1993). However, there are concerns regarding
the use of multiple methods with different and incompatible ontological and epistemological
assumptions. According to Blackie (1991, p115),
[t]he common theme in discussion of triangulation has been the desire to overcome
problems of bias and validity. It has been argued that the deficiencies of any one
method can be overcome by combining methods and thus capitalizing on their
individual strengths. However, the use of triangulation has been plagued with a lack
of awareness of the different and incommensurate ontological and epistemological
assumptions associated with various theories and methods.
On the other hand, Guba and Lincoln‟s (2005) position regarding combining elements of one
paradigm with another (as long as they are not conflicting) is positive.
In this research, triangulation is used to:
1. Gather rich data to provide a detailed description of the phenomenon
2. Answer different questions posed by the research
3. Corroborate one source or method with another
4. Enhance validity and reliability of the research
Data triangulation was achieved by using different data sources to gather data. In viewing
the case, policy makers‟, policy implementers‟, and finally the users‟ views were
incorporated, thus providing three levels of representation of the data. Methodological
triangulation was achieved by employing different methods such as interviews,
questionnaires, and documentary evidence. The primary reason in favour of utilizing
alternative means of enquiry was the belief that a multi-faceted approach would compensate
for any weakness of one method or mode of enquiry, and would strengthen the outcome of
research.

6.5 Ethical Considerations
Any research involving human participants raises ethical concerns (Murphy and Dingwall
2001; Hammersley and Atkinson 2007). As Murphy and Dingwall (2001) argue,
[h]ow can we form judgement about what will count as ethical practice in
ethnography? Consequentialist approaches focus on the outcome of the research.
Have participants been harmed some way, or, if they have been harmed, has this been
outweighed by the research‟s benefits? They can be contrasted with deontological
approaches, which focus on the inherent rights of research participants such as the
right to privacy, the right to respect or the right to self-determination.[...] Ethical
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research does not only just leave participants unscathed but also avoids infringing
their rights [original emphasis] (Murphy and Dingwall 2001, p339).
Academic associations have formulated professional ethical codes in order to guide
researchers. Informed consent, opposing deception, securing privacy and confidentiality, and
accuracy of research are the main concerns of such ethical codes (Christians 2005). Informed
consent identifies agreement for participation as voluntary and
the subjects of research have the right to be informed that they are being researched
and also about the nature of the research (Punch 1994, p90).
Justification of covert ethnographic research is being questioned by many, and such
objections could be due to the belief that this type of study breaches the human right of
autonomy and dignity (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007). However, even if overt research is
employed, one can argue that in instances such as observations not all participants‟ informed
consent is given.
For this research, approval of the School of Systems Engineering Research Ethics
Committee was obtained. Then, consent was sought from each educational institute included
in the research. Each participant was provided with an information sheet (English: Appendix
- D , Sinhala: Appendix - E ) and an informed consent form (English: Appendix - F ,
Sinhala: Appendix - G ) was completed by interview participants. These documents were
produced both in Sinhala and English for easy comprehension by participants. They
explained that participation was voluntary and that they could withdraw at any time.
Furthermore, it was clearly communicated that all data collected would be kept strictly
confidential and that data would only be used for academic research and publications. A
raffle draw, which offered a cash prize of Rs.2,500 (about £14) was advertised in the
information sheet. The winner was drawn from the names of interview participants who
wished to enter the draw. This incentive was offered to show the recipients that their time
and participation was valued. At the same time, a raffle draw was decided to avoid anyone
participating in the research solely to claim the incentive. All interviews and other data
collection procedures were conducted by the researcher in order to instil extra confidence in
participants when engaging in the research.
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6.6 Field Work
6.6.1 Permissions
As the Sri Lankan state university system generally attaches more value to authoritative
requests, invitations to participate in the research (Appendix - H ) were accompanied by a
covering letter from supervisors of the project (Appendix - I ), mirroring the practice
appreciated in Sri Lanka. Even though three institutions were invited for the study, only two
of them (OVU and YFU) responded. Each institution allocated an internal contact person to
coordinate data collection with the researcher.
The contact person appointed by the OVU was a highly placed official of the centre which
administrates the DE programme of the OVU. Therefore it was a single point of contact to
obtain necessary permissions. YFU on the other hand, appointed a lecturer as the contact
person. Even though permission was obtained for data collection from the vice chancellor of
the YFU, later permission from the deans of each of the four faculties was required before
contacting respondents.

6.6.2 Gaining Access
6.6.2.1 Authorities
HE authorities in Sri Lanka such as the MoHE, the UGC and the NEC as well as the
management of the DEMP were contacted directly by post/email. These letters/emails were
addressed to carefully selected persons from these institutions requesting interviews. As the
research topic was of great interest to most of the contacted authorities, the researcher was
able to schedule most meetings with the selected personnel with relative ease.
6.6.2.2 Orange Valley University
The researcher was invited to a session at the Centre for Distance Learning (CDL) and was
introduced as an independent researcher to the students, who were then in their final year of
study. Students were happy to communicate with the researcher as they knew it was a
legitimate research study and that the researcher was not employed by their institution.
Printed information sheets were distributed requesting interested students to enter their
contact details on a separate sheet where they were requested to provide name, contact
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details (email/phone) and signature if they wished to be contacted at a later date to take part
in the research (Appendix - J ). Those interested students were then briefed about the
research in informal conversations and a relationship was developed with them.
Scheduling face-to-face interviews with students from OVU was difficult because they were
following an online programme and seldom had sessions at the University. As most of them
had Internet facilities and were willing to use SkypeTM software to communicate with the
researcher, this was used to interview some participants, while some others were interviewed
over the phone. In one instance, a female respondent invited the researcher to her home and
the researcher was accompanied by a parent for safety as well as for cultural reasons. One
interview with a male student was held at a McDonalds restaurant. Although the venue was
busy and noisy, it was selected because the researcher felt safe in a public place.
6.6.2.3 Yellow Fields University
The researcher was introduced to 6 lecturers from 3 faculties who volunteered to participate
in the research and allowed the researcher to gather data from students taking their modules.
At one faculty ICT-enabled courses were not delivered by the volunteered lecturers during
the period of data collection. Therefore the researcher gathered data from students of the
other two faculties.
YFU students have face-to-face sessions from time to time and it was possible to meet
students at the University premises on those days. The procedure conducted at the OVU was
repeated to gather contact information of students who were interested in participation.

6.6.3 Blending in
Being a graduate of a Sri Lankan state university, it was easier for the researcher to blend in
with the students as she was aware of the “Campus Language” and the “Campus Culture”.
After getting to know the researcher, respondents addressed her as “Akka” (elder sister). In
the Sri Lankan state university culture, all students in a university are considered brothers
and sisters; students at higher levels of the degree programme are considered elder brothers
(Ayya) and elder sisters (Akka) while students at lower levels of the degree programme are
considered younger brothers (Malli) and younger sisters (Nangi), irrespective of their age. In
some instances students of engineering programmes posed subject matter questions to the
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researcher, knowing that she too had studied engineering. In one instance when students
were sharing a piece of sweetmeat following a national festival, the researcher was offered
her share of it. Sharing food is another tradition of Sri Lankan university students to
demonstrate their unity and inclusion in the group. Therefore the researcher believes that she
successfully gained access to the setting as an insider.

6.6.4 Pilot Study
A pilot study is considered a „dummy run‟ of the actual study. It is invaluable in any
empirical research (Robson 1993). Bryman (2008) recommends the use of a pilot study,
especially before administrating self-completion questionnaires, because it is important to
verify fixed-choice answers, adequacy and comprehensibility of instructions, and the
questions in the questionnaire. Furthermore, piloting an interview schedule provides the
interviewer with experience and confidence that help in actual interview administration.
Although piloting entailed many resources, it was done, as the expected benefits outweighed
its costs.
Six students at the OVU participated in the pilot study as they formed a subset of the target
population. The questionnaire was administrated (in print) and the time taken to fill it in was
recorded. Participants were asked to mark things that were not clear. These questions were
then re-phrased before the actual questionnaire administration. One student from this group
was interviewed to pilot the interview guide (Appendix - K ).

6.6.5 Data Collection
The researcher was engaged in data collection in Sri Lanka from December 2009 to March
2011.
6.6.5.1 Questionnaires
Questionnaires were prepared to be distributed using three methods:


Online (Bristol Online Survey tool)



Email (Microsoft® Word 2003 attachment)



Print

At an initial stage it was identified that the online survey was taking too long to load and this
discouraged participation. In fact, Jamtsho, Rinchen et al (2010b) reported a study where a
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web-based questionnaire was used in Sri Lanka hoping to attract 500 responses, in fact had
only received 20 responses. This shows that there are issues with online questionnaires when
administrated in Sri Lanka. Thus only email and printed questionnaires were actually
employed for this data collection. Microsoft® Word 2003 format was selected to present the
questionnaire, as it was unlikely that newer versions of this programme would be available
in most Internet-cafes and home computers. The email questionnaires were only distributed
in English as the Unicode Sinhala fonts used for the questionnaire might not be available on
recipients‟ computers, especially on public Internet access points where users do not have
privileges to install fonts. Printed questionnaires were distributed in both English (Appendix
- L ) and Sinhala (Appendix - M ), according to each participant‟s preference. The researcher
translated the questionnaire from English to Sinhala with the help of a member of the
Sinhala Translation Team from the University of Moratuwa. Translations were checked to
ensure they were satisfactory by an English lecturer from the University of Sri
Jayawardenapura. All participants from OVU preferred the English questionnaires while
some students from YFU were more comfortable with using a Sinhala questionnaire.
Questions were organized into five sections: programme details; the use of ICT in the
programme and student views; the use of ICTs for learning; and opportunities for using ICTs
and demographic details. At the end of the fourth section, space was provided for comments.
This space was used by several students to describe issues they faced when using ICTs. It
was also observed that in some instances even though respondents preferred to answer the
questionnaire in English medium, this space for comments was written in Sinhala. This
shows the importance of using participants‟ mother tongue in data collection, because even
though the respondent selected to respond to an English medium questionnaire, when
expressing his/her thoughts freely s/he must have found that his/her knowledge of the
language was restrictive. As the respondent in this instance knew that the researcher was
able to comprehend Sinhala comments, s/he has used the language s/he is most comfortable
with. If that had not been the case, it is suspected that the respondent would have skipped the
open-ended question completely.
In questions where the respondent was asked to state the level of agreement or disagreement
with a given statement, six responses („very strongly agree‟, „strongly agree‟, „agree‟,
„disagree‟, „strongly disagree‟ and „very strongly disagree‟) were provided. An even number
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of responses was used in the questionnaire as it is acknowledged that “in most cases there is
a slight advantage in having an even number of steps rather than an odd number” (Nunnally
1967, p522). In instances where it was likely that there would be many possible answers,
space was provided to write an answer if it was not already listed in the questionnaire. At the
end of the questionnaire a statement invited respondents to take part in interviews, and space
was provided to fill their contact details if they wished to volunteer. Some respondents filled
in these details indicating their willingness to take part in interviews and they were contacted
via email and telephone to arrange interviews.
The distribution of questionnaires at OVU was mainly done at the CDL session. Printed
questionnaires were distributed by the researcher at the start of the session and later they
were collected. 37 questionnaires were distributed; 33 were received out of which 30 were
usable, achieving an 89% response rate. Email questionnaires were distributed through
course coordinators to all registered students, but the response rate was very low; only 3
completed questionnaires were received, which were all usable. The OVU‟s DE programme
is considered to be one of the successful online courses in Sri Lanka under the DEMP
project. Therefore these students had been sent other questionnaires (by email) by the DEMP
as well as by other researchers. The students who were interviewed confirmed that they had
not replied to the questionnaire because they were “fed-up” with email questionnaires.
At the YFU, printed questionnaires were distributed on four occasions, once in a regional
centre and in other three instances at the main campus. At the main campus only 20
questionnaires in English were distributed (the other 50 questionnaires distributed were in
Sinhala), while at the regional centre all students requested English medium questionnaires.
Email questionnaires were sent to 26 students who provided their contact details, but only 6
responses were received, achieving only a 23% response rate. After repeated reminders, the
researcher was able to contact two students who did not respond to the email questionnaire.
It was revealed that they hardly managed the limited time allocated at the computer lab to
complete assignments and that it was not possible to dedicate time to respond to a
questionnaire. The response rate is summarized in Table 6-1. Questionnaire answer coding is
provided in Appendix - N .
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Table 6-1: Questionnaire Response Summary

Description
1
2
3
4
5

Printed at Regional Centre
Printed at Main Campus-1
Printed at Main Campus-2
Printed at Main Campus-3
Email
Total

No.
Distributed

No. Received

Response
Rate

39
23
28
19
26
135

32
20
25
15
6
98

82%
87%
89%
79%
23%
72%

No. of
Usable
Responses
30
20
25
15
6
96

6.6.5.2 Interviews
Interviews with selected authorities and policy making bodies were started prior to starting
data collection at the two selected universities. All interviews were audio recorded and later
transcribed; where required interviewees were contacted for clarification.
Interviews at the selected universities were conducted face-to-face, via telephone or via
SkypeTM software using the Internet, one-on-one except for two instances: 2 tutors from
OVU were interviewed together at their request; 4 students were interviewed together at the
YFU also at their request. Some interviewees were interviewed more than once. These
interviews were conducted either in Sinhala or English as preferred by the interviewee. In
one instance where the interviewee was a Muslim female whose first language is Tamil,
English had to be used as the common language medium. Altogether 33 individual
interviews and 2 group interviews were conducted to interview 36 participants; sample
interview transcriptions in English (Appendix - O ) and Sinhala (Appendix - P ) are given in
the Appendices.
Consent was received from interviewees prior to conducting the interview. When conducting
interviews via telephone or SkypeTM, each interviewee was sent a posted consent form (with
a self-addressed stamped envelope); this was explained and completed prior to the interview
and a request made for it to be returned to the researcher by post.
Many students opt for DE due to their other commitments along with studies; it was
therefore difficult to expect them to attend a face-to-face interview to take part in a research
project. The use of communication tools such as SkypeTM and telephone for interviewing
allowed the researcher to reach distant students who, juggling work, studies and life
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commitments, nevertheless wanted to provide their views for this study. It also provided the
opportunity to reach students residing far away from Colombo. This allowed different parties
to voice their concerns. In one instance the researcher was able to contact a distant student
whose locality was not serviced either by land phones or mobile broadband (mobile voice
service was available with poor reception). This interview had to be scheduled for a day
when the participant was in Colombo so that the researcher could phone him. The use of
communication tools also helped the researcher to reach students from different
administrative districts at a relatively low cost. The summary of data collection (Appendix Q ) and a map indicating the residency of interviewees (Appendix - R ) is provided in the
Appendices.
Critiques of telephone interviewing pose the concern that phone interviews are not
guaranteed to be answered by the intended interviewee and that the interviewee may not be
able to speak freely due to constraints in his or her situation. These were overcome by
calling the interviewee on his or her mobile and making an appointment to conduct the
interview. Before conducting a telephone interview the researcher called the interviewee at
least three times: first to invite them for a telephone interview, secondly after sending
consent forms by post, to discuss the form and to schedule the interview, and finally just
before the scheduled time to check whether the interviewee was ready to be interviewed or
would prefer to reschedule the interview. These short conversations helped the researcher to
strengthen the already created relationship with each interviewee before the actual interview
was conducted.
6.6.5.3 Documentary Data
Accessing documentary data on student demographics and usage logs posed several issues as
there were no established information services in the Sri Lankan state university system.
However, due to the good relationships the researcher had formed with representatives of the
institution it was possible to collect the data required.

6.6.6 Exiting Field
A thank-you note was sent to all interview participants after the interview was completed.
Further letters thanking the University authorities were sent after withdrawing from the
setting. Even after the researcher exited the field, a few interview participants were contacted
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for clarification (respondent verification) and to award the small cash prize to the raffle
winner. On several occasions interview participants contacted the researcher on SkypeTM and
by email as they wanted to maintain contact.

6.6.7 Challenges
6.6.7.1 Permission
Even though permission was obtained from heads of the institutions prior to visiting Sri
Lanka, one institution was adamant that data collection could only proceed after obtaining
permission from faculty deans. Thus the researcher was faced with time pressure as people
from whom permission was needed did not respond. However, with repeated reminders
permission was eventually obtained from all necessary authorities prior to the data
collection.
6.6.7.2 Lack of Punctuality
It is generally accepted that Sri Lankans lack punctuality. This was experienced almost every
time interviews were conducted. This posed a major challenge in scheduling interviews with
students from the YFU as they were attending tutorials and the researcher had to
accommodate interviews around those parameters. It also affected the researcher‟s ability to
schedule more than one interview on a given day to maximize efficiency, as the researcher
travelled nearly 3.5hours (one-way) to reach participants in Colombo.
6.6.7.3 Quality of Internet Connections
Even though the researcher invested a substantial amount of time in developing an online
survey using Bristol Online Survey software, the difficulty of loading pages with slow
Internet connections hindered the use of it for the research project. Identification of this issue
at an initial stage prevented more serious repercussions as otherwise it could have led to an
insufficient number of responses, and thus an inadequate amount of data for analysis.
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6.7 Data Analysis
6.7.1 Quantitative Data
Quantitative data are generally analysed using statistical methods, and the choice of method
largely depends on the type of quantitative data (Hilton 1995; Healey 2005). There are a
number of purpose built statistical software packages such as GenStat® and SPSSTM
(Statistical Packages for Social Sciences) that are used to analyse quantitative data. In
addition, there are other general purpose spreadsheet packages such as Microsoft® Excel®
that can also be used as tools for statistical analysis. SPSSTM 13.0 and Microsoft® Excel®
2007 software packages were used to analyse quantitative data due to familiarity, availability
and simplicity.

6.7.2 Qualitative Data
There are different techniques for qualitative data analysis. A grounded theory approach,
analysis of significant statements, content analysis, and discourse analysis are some of the
options available (Creswell 1998; Silverman 2001; Creswell 2003). Research questions were
used to systematically arrange data, and coding was done accordingly using the NVivoTM 8
software package as the researcher was familiar with this software and it was easily
accessible through the University of Reading licensing agreement.

6.8 Quality of Research
Quality is an important consideration in any research. As discussed earlier under the
“Methods” section, in discussing the quality or credibility of research, the divide between
qualitative research and quantitative research is noticeable (Bryman 2008). However, stating
a list of criteria used to evaluate research publications, Silverman (2001) argues that those
criteria are equally appropriate for qualitative or quantitative studies. Hammersley (2008)
also argues that contrasting the two approaches is illusory, and proposes general standards
for the assessment of quality. On the other hand, some researchers such as Denzin and
Lincoln (1994b; 1998) argue that quality criteria depend on the research paradigm (for
example see Table 6-2).
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Table 6-2: Interpretative Paradigms

Paradigm/Theory
Criteria
Form of Theory
Positivist/postpositivist internal, external
logical-deductive,
validity
scientific, grounded
Constructivist
trustworthiness,
substantive-formal
credibility,
transferability,
confirmability
Adapted from: Denzin and Lincoln 1994a (Denzin and Lincoln 1994a)

Type of Narration
scientific report
interpretative case
studies,
ethnographic
fictions

According to Denzin and Lincoln (1994b, p13-14),
the constructivist paradigm assumes a relativist ontology, a subjectivist
epistemology, and naturalistic set of methodological procedures. Findings are usually
presented in terms of the criteria of grounded theory. Terms such as credibility,
transferability, dependability and confirmability replace the usual positivist criteria
of internal and external validity, reliability and objectivity [original emphasis].
Trustworthiness and authenticity as measures of quality are proposed by Guba and Lincoln
(1994) for research in the „constructivism paradigm‟. They explain that, trustworthiness
consists of credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability, an aggregation of
criteria proposed by Denzin and Lincoln (1994b). They also mention that credibility parallels
internal validity, transferability parallels external validity, dependability parallels reliability,
and confirmability parallels objectivity. Authenticity here is a criterion for: fairness (to
eliminate marginalization); ontological authenticity (the level to which research provides
better understanding); educative authenticity (improved understanding of the construction of
others); catalytic authenticity (research as impetus for change); and tactical authenticity
(empowered action) (Guba and Lincoln 1994; 2005). However, Denzin and Lincoln (1994b)
maintain that there are no absolute criteria for judging reality or validity, only criteria
derived from consensus about usefulness and meaning. They further argue that
all research findings have political implications. There are no value-free sciences
(Denzin and Lincoln 1994b, p3).
However, validity, reliability, and generalizability are the traditional criteria used to evaluate
ethnographic research (Brewer 2000). „Validity‟ measures the extent to which the data
accurately characterizes the event under investigation. According to Silverman (2001),
triangulation and respondent validation are commonly used to validate data in qualitative
studies. However, Janesick (1998) maintains a different perspective.
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Validity in the quantitative arena has a set of technical microdefinitions of which the
reader is most likely well aware. Validity in qualitative research has to do with
description and explanation, and whether or not a given explanation fits a given
description. In other words, is the explanation credible? [original emphasis] (Janesick
1998, p50).
She proposes crosschecking research work utilizing member checks and audit trails to affirm
validity. Hammersely (2008, p44), on the other hand, suggests a different sense of the term
„validity‟, using it to denote „appropriately applied‟ that is, equally valid for qualitative or
quantitative paradigms.
Reliability, on the other hand,
refers to the degree of consistency with which instances are assigned to the same
category by different observers or by the same observer on different occasions
(Hammersley 1992, p67).
In general, it can be regarded as the consistency or the stability of a measurement. This
measurement can be an observation, an interview question or even a questionnaire item.
Even though some researchers argue that reliability of observation is a concern only within
quantitative and positivist research traditions, Silverman (2001) disagrees with this position
and describes how reliability can be addressed with each type of data collection. In
observations, he suggests using Spradley‟s guidelines for recording (Spradley 1979, cited in
Silverman 2001). Short notes made on the field; expanded notes created as soon as leaving
the field; field work journal and running record of analysis and interpretation to address the
issue of reliability. With respect to the use of documents, if criteria discussed earlier
(authenticity, credibility, representativeness, and meaning) are already satisfied, he suggests
employing „inter-rater reliability‟ by involving several researchers to analyse and compare
outcomes to demonstrate the reliability of analysis. In discussing reliability of interviews, he
suggests considering: pre-testing of interview schedules; training of interviewers; use of
fixed choice answers (if possible); and inter-rater reliability checks on coding.
Most quantitative researchers aim for generalizability by achieving statistical sampling
procedures. Silverman (2001) proposes the use of purposive sampling, theoretical sampling
and combining qualitative measures with quantitative measures to seek generalization in
qualitative research. However, as discussed previously, there are scholars who view
generalization as an impossible task in qualitative case study research (Lincoln and Guba
2000). On the other hand, Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) argue that, by engaging in
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comparative analysis it is possible for ethnographers to provide reasonable judgements.
However, they acknowledge the fact that none of the forms of social research can provide a
definitive solution to the problem of generalization. Hence, this research attempted to
provide reasonable judgements (as opposed to generalization) by employing purposive
sampling, multiple case study analysis and comparative analysis of data.

6.8.1 Postmodern Ethnography
With the move to relativism and postmodernism,
the original conception of epistemic criteria, and perhaps even the very notion of
validity or truth, are rejected as ideological and replaced by a political, ethical or
aesthetic concern with valuing, appreciating, or treating fairly, multiple conceptions
of or discourse about the world (Hammersley 2008, p47).
Drawing on this line of thought Denzin and Lincoln (2005a) argue for qualitative research
criteria “rooted in the concept of care, shared governance, neighbourliness, love and
kindness” (Denzin and Lincoln 2005a, p911). In postmodern ethnography, producing
universally valid knowledge by the precise representation of the researched is challenged.
All representations are considered „constructions‟ of the social reality; these are considered
partial and selective representations, linked to the researcher and the circumstances under
which the data were gathered, creating the problem „crisis of representation‟ (Brewer 2000).
In addition, Brewer (2000) argues that employing traditional criteria to evaluate ethnography
became problematic as terms such as „validity‟, „reliability‟, and „generalizability‟ were
deconstructed, creating the „crisis of legitimation‟.
Reflexivity, or being explicit about the social processes that influence data collection and
circumstances under which the data gathered, was a response to the „crisis of representation‟
by the postmodern ethnographers (Brewer 2000). Thus, ethnographers “should claim no
more for the account than what it is, a partial, selective and personal version” of the social
reality being studied (Brewer 2000, p44).
Hammersley (1992) identifies criteria to evaluate ethnography; being ambitious enough to
claim that they are appropriate to assess all social research. His criteria to assess ethnography
are „validity‟ and „relevance‟. By „validity‟, he means the truthfulness of the account:
an account is valid or true if it represents accurately those features of the phenomena
that it is intended to describe, explain or theorise. [..] I recognize that we can never
know with certainty whether an account is true; for the obvious reason that we have
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no independent, immediate and utterly reliable access to reality. Given that this is the
situation, we must judge the validity of claims on the basis of the adequacy of the
evidence offered in support of them (Hammersley 1992, 69).
The concept of „adequacy‟ in evaluating the validity of a claim is not simple to judge. Hence,
he proposes plausibility and credibility to decide on the sufficiency of evidence provided by
the social researchers. With the existing knowledge or considering the situation under which
the research was conducted if the claims made are plausible and if the results can be verified
as credible then, they can be accepted as adequate. Relevance as an assessment criterion on
the other hand, can be judged according to the importance of the topic and the contributions
made by the research.
This research is conceived as a meaning construction ethnographic inquiry; hence, from the
quality criteria presented, Hammersley‟s (1992) criteria, validity and relevance form a good
foundation for a comprehensive quality framework. Instead of generalization, with its
postmodern bias, this research attempts to provide reasonable judgements.

6.9 Conclusion
The epistemological position, theoretical perspective and methodology adopted for this
research have been discussed providing reasoning for each preference. Adopting a
constructionist

epistemological

position,

guided

by

symbolic

interactionist

and

postmodernist theoretical perspectives, research is conducted through multiple case studies,
using an ethnographic research approach. Semi-structured interviewing, questionnaires and
documentary evidence were employed as data collection methods in this research.
Triangulation was used to compensate for any weakness of one method or mode of data
collection, thus to strengthen the outcome of research. Ethical approval was sought for the
research and good ethical conduct was maintained throughout the process. After presenting a
comprehensive discussion of quality assessment criteria, it is argued that validity and
relevance are relevant criteria for the quality assessment in this research.
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7 Data Presentation, Analysis and Discussion –
Preamble to Case Studies
7.1 Introduction
This is the first of four chapters on data presentation, analysis and discussion. The research
questions guided the data collection, which were then analysed and the results are presented
in these chapters under the headings of each research question where possible. Data collected
through interviews, questionnaires and documents were used in the analysis, and both
qualitative and quantitative data are presented together in addressing the research questions.
This first chapter in data presentation, analysis and discussion addresses the first research
question as a preamble to the case studies in the next two chapters by providing insight into
the government perspective in introducing ICT-enabled distance education (DE)
programmes in Sri Lanka. (The research questions are restated before presenting the
analysis.) The following two chapters (Chapter 8 and Chapter 9) present two case studies on
the implementation of ICT-enabled DE in two universities under this government initiative.
Chapter 10 compares the implementation in these universities and discusses their
implications.
The research question and sub-questions are:
What impact has the introduction of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs)
to undergraduate DE programmes in Sri Lankan state universities had on facilitating access
to higher education (HE)?
1. How have ICTs been introduced to undergraduate DE programmes in contemporary Sri
Lanka?
a. What is the government rationale for introducing ICTs to undergraduate DE
programmes and which initiatives have been introduced?
b. How have these been implemented by the state universities providing DE
undergraduate degree programmes?
2. How are these initiatives perceived and experienced by the students on DE
undergraduate degree programmes?
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c. What ideas and beliefs do students have about the introduction of ICTs to
undergraduate DE degree programmes?
d. How do they utilize ICTs to engage in their learning programmes?
3. How have ICT based DE programmes influenced „access‟ to HE?
e. Why have students enrolled on these programmes?
f. How well are they prepared for these programmes regarding skills, motivation and
resources?
g. What are the characteristics of students who have gained „access‟ to HE through
these initiatives?
4. What are the strengths and constraints of the DE system implemented?
h. What are the difficulties faced by students in participating in these programmes?

7.2 The Government Perspective
1. How have ICTs been introduced to undergraduate DE programmes in contemporary Sri
Lanka?
The government of Sri Lanka claims that it is dedicated to developing the economy whilst
improving the quality of life of its people. Many projects have been initiated to develop the
economy and to combat poverty, including attempts to improve the employability of the
young through improved educational and vocational training systems. Following several
large-scale research studies (Nanayakkara, Wijesuriya et al. 2006; Nanayakkara and
Wijesuriya 2007), a new policy framework prioritising expansion of HE was formulated and
presented in 2009. The policy also emphasized the importance of multiple modes of delivery
in the HE sector and the importance of ensuring quality and relevance in all programmes.
For example,
Policy 5: Make provision to provide opportunities for Higher Education for all those
seeking such education.
Policy 6: Establish multiple modes of delivery in the Higher Education Sector.
Policy 14: Encourage development of diverse programs of study to cater to the needs of
society and offer them through multiple modes of delivery including distance and online
learning (National Education Commission 2009, p1-2).
The policy also stresses the need for higher educational institutions to seek non-state funding
such as private sector investment or self-generated income to fund the HE system in the
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country. According to a highly placed official in the Ministry of Higher Education (MoHE),
new state universities are unlikely to be established in the near future as a means of
expanding HE opportunities (Box 7-1).

Box 7-1: A Highly Placed Official at the MoHE

Therefore alternative modes of HE, especially distance mode, are promoted on the island,
especially for the young people who aspire to pursue a HE degree course. State universities,
currently the largest providers of university education in the country, are encouraged to
utilize existing resources to the maximum by offering external degree (ED) programmes.
As discussed in Chapter 2, the state university system in Sri Lanka is fully funded by the
government, with the exception of the Open University of Sri Lanka (OUSL). Extending
educational opportunities through the conventional system therefore puts a great strain on a
budget that is already stretched. Charging a fee, however small, to enter the conventional
university system is likely to be vehemently opposed by student movements and opposition
political parties because they view it as a threat to the concept of “Free Education”, which
provides the opportunity for a student from any social background who performs well in the
GCE A/L examination to access free state university education. Alternatively, OUSL and ED
programmes offered by conventional universities have always charged a fee. Extending HE
opportunities through these two methods (both using DE) is thought to be cost effective for
the government as the students themselves bear at least a portion of the expense. In fact, DE
has been used as a way of increasing recruitment and “shifting the balance of expenditure on
education away from the state and towards the learner” (Harry and Perraton 1999, p3). Sri
Lanka‟s investment in HE is under 0.5% of the GDP, and Uturupane, Millot et al. (2009)
claim that Sri Lanka‟s public expenditure in education is below the South Asian average.
Further, the state university system in Sri Lanka is faced with a severe shortage of libraries,
laboratories, computers and other materials required for quality teaching and learning
(Chandrasiri 2003). Demands of national security, foreign debt service and health care have
forced the government to divert its resources elsewhere (Chandrasiri 2003). The scarcity of
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available funds for extending HE opportunities is one of the main claims advanced by the
government to justify the selection of DE as the means to extend access to university
education. In fact, this reasoning has also been used by educators elsewhere (Rumble 1997;
Hulsmann 1999; Perraton 2000) who want to run
education with too little money; open[ing] doors to new groups of students; raise[ing]
the quality and standard of education; expand[ing] numbers [information in brackets
added] (Perraton 2000, p2).

7.2.1 Government Initiatives and Rationale for Introducing ICTs
1.
a. What is the government rationale for introducing ICTs to undergraduate DE
programmes and which initiatives have been introduced?
The Sri Lankan government has placed great value on Information Technology (IT) as a tool
for creating a Knowledge Society (KS), naming 2009 the “Year of English and IT”
(Rajapaksha 2009). The UN Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) also emphasize the
need to provide the benefits of new technologies to the general public. The 8th MDG aims at
developing a global partnership for development. In Sri Lanka a number of targets have been
defined under this goal. For example, the national Target 16 is to develop and implement
strategies for decent and productive work for youth, and national Target 18 is to make
available the benefits of new technologies to all especially ICT (National Council for
Economic Development n.d). In order to achieve these targets the government is
implementing measures to reduce unemployment and under-employment of youth, as well as
to extend access to ICTs for all sectors of society.
The Government of Sri Lanka has also initiated a project - IRQUE (Improving Relevance
and Quality of Undergraduate Education) that it is hoped will ensure university graduates‟
effective contribution to economic development through improved employability. Even with
this effort, as discussed in Chapter 2, it was observed that unemployment was high amongst
ED graduates. For example, the Minister of Higher Education made the following comments
at an academic seminar organized by the University Grants Commission (UGC):
I propose to make a couple of criticisms of the external degree programmes, which in
the last two decades have become mills, churning out graduates who are neither
competent nor employable. [...] [T]he external degree programmes, largely because
of their poor quality, have created a social situation where we see a volatile group of
degree holders seeking employment. It is this deficiency in the entire system of
external degrees which need investigation as corrective measures have to be taken to
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prevent the system deteriorating further, resulting in the production of shallow, nonintellectual and half-baked graduates who do not fit into any position in a highly
competitive global-oriented labour market (National Centre for Advance Studies in
Humanities and Social Sciences 2008).
As discussed in Chapter 2, there were several issues with the state university ED
programmes:


little or no support from the educational institution for external students



high failure rates



not targeting the disciplines in demand



external graduates lacking skills to be competitive in the labour market

The UGC‟s intervention with a policy framework, which was also discussed in Chapter 2,
was an effort to address these issues. In contrast to the Sri Lankan situation where ED
graduates were said to be unemployable, the Open University of the UK was found to be
producing the most employable graduates while utilizing distance mode (The Open
University of United Kingdom 2009). Understanding of English and computer skills have
become essential for employability, along with skills acquired in learning with new
technologies (Engler 2000); thus the UGC is in the process of introducing English and
computing as compulsory components in ED programmes (The Official Government News
Portal of Sri Lanka 2011).
As discussed in Chapter 4, the Distance Education Modernization Project (DEMP) has been
the major contributor to the development and the use of ICTs for DE in Sri Lanka. Through
an emphasis on ICTs as a delivery medium it is also hoped that better utilization of the
scarce human resources in Sri Lankan academia can be achieved; for example, many state
universities established far from Colombo are struggling to attract senior academics for
permanent positions (Box 7-2), but with the use of ICTs it is possible for academics from
universities in Colombo to deliver lectures to these remote students.

Box 7-2: A Highly Placed Official at the MoHE
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The effort to extend educational opportunities through DE, utilizing ICTs, is consistent with
the government‟s e-Sri Lanka initiative. The introduction of Nanasala telecentres and the
establishment of computer laboratories in secondary schools were two of the major
infrastructural investments made in order to increase IT literacy among Sri Lankans. These
projects are claimed to have raised IT literacy in Sri Lanka from a mere 9.7% in 2004 to
22% in 2008 (Riley and de Silva 2009). However, these statistics were published by the
Information and Communication Technology Agency (ICTA) of Sri Lanka, the implementer
of Nanasala project and are yet to be objectively verified by the Department of Census and
Statistics through a national census.
As stated earlier, cost reduction is one of the compelling reasons for the selection of DE as
an alternative to conventional HE. The introduction of ICTs as a delivery medium for DE
programmes is also expected to further reduce costs, both to the institution and to students.
The BRIDGES [Basic Research and Implementation in Developing Education Systems]
research project comprised several interrelated sub-projects on education systems in
developing countries. One research project (Tatto, Nielsen et al. 1993) compared the
effectiveness and costs of three approaches: pre-service, conventional in-service and distance
mode in-service for teacher training in Sri Lanka. In comparing costs the research considered
costs borne both by the sponsoring institution and the teachers. The distance mode of teacher
training was the most cost-effective of all; however, teachers who had pre-service training
were significantly more effective in terms of the high achievement of their pupils in
mathematics and language. Chandrasiri (2003) and Loxley, Ho et al. (2003) have also
reported on the cost-effectiveness of DE, particularly the OUSL programmes.
Even though DE in these situations had been a cost-effective solution for Sri Lanka, the
programmes that were researched did not utilize ICTs for delivery. Contemporary DE
programmes are using ICTs and their cost structures, as discussed in Chapter 4, are different
to those of pure print-based DE programmes. Therefore, the actual costs involved are
difficult to estimate with reference to previous programmes (Mason 1999). It was observed
that officials perceived online DE to be a cost-effective solution, but evidence is anecdotal.
For example, see the interview extract in Box 7-3.
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Box 7-3: A Highly Placed Official at the UGC

This has been the case elsewhere as well where educators have used Open and Distance
Learning to solve problems of resources, access, quality and quantity (Harry and Perraton
1999; Perraton 2000).
Despite heavy investment in ICTs for DE, an impact analysis study was not conducted to
assess these newly introduced programmes (Box 7-4).

Box 7-4: A Highly Placed Official at the DEMP

As the DEMP has now been dissolved, it is unlikely that the new interim board (under the
MoHE), which is already struggling to maintain the NODES (National Online Distance
Education Service) within the funds available, will invest resources on an impact analysis of
the project.

7.3 Summary
The government of Sri Lanka, in an effort to develop its human resources, has formulated a
new policy framework to address the needs of the higher education system of the country,
which has prioritized the expansion of higher education using multiple modes of delivery.
Despite the efforts to improve the quality and relevance of undergraduate education, it was
observed that external degree students who received minimal support from their institutions
were at a disadvantage.
In parallel with and similar to its e-Sri Lanka e-government initiative, the government has
promoted ICT as a delivery medium for university education through the implementation of
the Distance Education Modernization Project with a vision to better utilizing scarce human
resources, provide more places for higher education, and to improve the employability of
graduates while reducing educational expenditure.
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8 Data Presentation, Analysis and Discussion –
Case 1 – Orange Valley University
8.1 Introduction
In this chapter and the following chapter, two case studies and their implementation of
distance educational delivery through ICTs are presented and discussed. Within each case
study, research questions are posed and answered systematically.
The case of Orange Valley University (OVU) is discussed in this chapter.

8.2 Background
1. How have ICTs been introduced to undergraduate DE programmes in contemporary Sri
Lanka?
b. How have these been implemented by the state universities providing DE
undergraduate degree programmes?
OVU is a leading technology education provider in Sri Lanka. It provides a wide range of
undergraduate and postgraduate degrees in technological fields through the English medium.
OVU had been a conventional university delivering its programmes only in-person and
accounting for about 1/12th of undergraduate enrolments (University Grants Commission Sri
Lanka n.d.). The government‟s encouragement to extend HE opportunities, high demand for
OVU IT graduates, and start up support provided by the Distance Education Modernization
Project (DEMP) to conventional universities venturing into Open and Distance Learning
(ODL), have provided the impetus for OVU to offer its programmes in distance mode. This
happened despite the strong resistance of its internal students claiming that the introduction
of fee-levying DE programmes in state universities was a threat to the “Free Education”
policy of the country.

8.2.1 Distance Education
With the establishment of its Centre for Distance Learning (CDL) to facilitate administrative
and other academic support services for study programmes offered in distance mode, the
OVU became a dual mode university. Currently the University offers a Bachelor degree in
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ICT discipline in distance mode. (Note: The University offers a similar degree internally. All
reference to OVU students refers to those registered in the DE programme).
The University offers three options of study for students who wish to engage in the DE
programme: independent study; study with online tutorial support from the CDL; and study
with a partner organization – for students preferring conventional classroom setting with a
University-approved partner institution. At the time of writing, there were 2 partner
organizations, with branches in Colombo, Jaffna, Kandy, Galle, Negombo and Kurunegala,
providing services to students. However, students from other districts have to travel long
distance to attend these classes; for instance, a student living in Batticaloa will have to travel
more than 125km to attend classes (the areal distance between Batticaloa and Kandy is
around 125km).
Students registering for a course with the CDL are automatically registered with the NODES
(National Online Distance Education Service), which allows them access to state-of-the-art
computer and connection facilities at the NODES Access Centres (NACs) around the
country. The University pays Rs.15,000 (about £85) per annum per student for the NODES
passed on to the student in their fees (Personal Communication, Anonymous 2010). At the
time of writing, the fee for the course was Rs.200,000 (about £1100) with an instalment plan
available, which would increase the amount payable by Rs.15,000 (about £85).
The degree programme is designed to facilitate multiple entry and exit points to allow
flexibility. The workload is divided into three levels: Level 1 – Certificate, Level 2 –
Diploma and Level 3 – Degree. Each level consists of two semesters of 14 weeks duration
each plus an examination period. Even though lateral entry is allowed, at the time of writing
no equivalent qualifications had been approved for entry into higher levels (Level 2 or 3) of
study. The minimum entry requirement is the same as entry to state universities, but in order
to limit numbers, the University also instituted its own entrance test. However, a review of
the programme has recommended the abolition of this test in order to allow opportunities for
more students to register on the programme.

8.2.2 Course Development and Delivery
Course materials for this sole distance mode degree offered by the University are prepared in
several stages. A senior academic is appointed as the course chairperson, and if possible s/he
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is also appointed as the examiner for the course modules. The course chairperson is
supported by a team of course writers usually consisting of junior academics in the
University. This team prepares the expected learning outcomes on a weekly basis with
performance indicators, and produces a weekly plan for a given module.

An internal

reviewer is appointed mainly to consider pedagogical aspects. After the initial lesson plan is
evaluated and feedback incorporated, the next stage is the preparation of activities such as
discussion topics and assignments, followed by the actual content development. A module
coordinator is appointed for each course module, responsible for the administrative aspects
of the module.
OVU‟s DE course development has faced many challenges. For example, as lecturers in Sri
Lankan state universities are accustomed to having complete or almost complete control over
their in-person taught modules, they did not welcome the idea of a pedagogy expert
reviewing their course writings (Box 8-1). Despite such challenges the CDL team were able
to successfully implement the OVU‟s first online DE programme.

Box 8-1: A Highly Placed Official at the CDL

Tutors are employed by the CDL to provide online learning support to students. The
examiners‟ and module coordinators‟ identities are hidden from students and tutors by
assigning generic names in the Learning Management System (LMS). Students contact
tutors for all their queries; in answering student queries, if in doubt, tutors can seek advice
from the lecturer/examiner and the result will then be reported to the query initiator (student)
by the tutor. In case there are delays in this communication flow, the module coordinator
intervenes.
All course modules are delivered online through MoodleTM-based LMS. Most administrative
activities such as student registrations and subject selection/registration are handled through
a web-based system. Once registered for a particular module a student is able to view the
weekly lesson plan and related resources through the LMS. Resources provided can be in the
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form of lecture notes, slides, animations, videos, external web links, Wikis and discussion
forums. Online quizzes are a component of the evaluation process and they are automatically
graded. All assignments are submitted digitally, and marks are also posted on the LMS.
Online discussion forums and chat sessions are available to allow knowledge construction.
Community building through mutual help is facilitated by a “Help Wanted” forum where all
students registered on the OVU DE programme have access to post messages.

8.2.3 Summary
With the DEMP assistance, OVU ventured into DE with the introduction of this
undergraduate DE degree programme. It offers three options: independent study, registering
with a partner institution, or online study supported by online tutoring. The discussion here
is based on the university‟s offering of online study with online tutorial support.
This programme is delivered via an LMS and its materials are exclusively designed and
developed for distance delivery. The CDL (Centre for Distance Learning) administers the
programme and provides tutorial support for students via online tutors employed by the
centre.

8.3 Student Perspective
This section explores the OVU DE programme‟s students‟ perspectives of ICT-enabled DE.
2. How are these initiatives perceived by the students on DE undergraduate degree
programmes?
c. What ideas and beliefs do students have about the introduction of ICTs to
undergraduate DE degree programmes?

8.3.1 Why Introduce ICTs
OVU‟s DE programme is conducted fully online and students are required to log in to the
LMS regularly. Even though students were engaged in an online learning environment, their
views of ICT for DE showed marked variation. For example, they suggested various reasons
for the introduction of ICTs by educational institutions. As can be seen in Figure 8-1, there
was a general agreement that ICTs allowed learning materials to be made available all the
time. About 75% agreed that ICTs allowed enrolment by disadvantaged students; about the
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same percentage agreed that ICTs reduced costs. Respondents who disagreed stated that
ICTs have introduced new costs to students such as material printing costs and Internet
connectivity charges (Box 8-2, Box 8-3). This fits with concerns expressed by Perraton
(2000, p145):
[t]here is a danger that distributing materials electronically merely shifts the costs
from producer to user and results in the user having an inferior version of the
material.

Figure 8-1: Why Universities Introduce ICTs

Box 8-2: Nirodha-24Y-M-Colombo
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Box 8-3: Arjuna-23Y-M-Colombo

The respondents who agreed that ICTs have reduced costs emphasized the reduction in
expenditure on travelling and accommodation (Box 8-4).

Box 8-4: Shanil-29Y-M-Badulla

The respondents who disagreed on ICTs improving access for disadvantaged students argued
that students in rural areas were less likely to have physical access to computers and the
Internet (Box 8-5).

Box 8-5: Himali-28Y-F-Galle

About 60% of the respondents agreed that ICTs enhanced quality; 28% disagreed stating that
the content they received in PDF format was copied from “unreliable sources” such as
Wikipedia®; for example, Shanil expressed contempt for the notes provided when he found
that they had been taken from Wikipedia® (Box 8-6). As such these students did not believe
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that ICT use had enhanced quality and it was felt that it would not have happened if the
course provided teaching materials such as books. Thus ICTs were seen as causing quality
reduction. In contrast, a study by the journal Nature found Wikipedia® to be at least as
accurate as Encyclopaedia Britannica (Giles 2005); however academic communities are
reluctant to accept user-generated content such as Wikis and blogs. Mozelius and Htakka
(2009), observing a different Sri Lankan university‟s eLearning content development, have
also reported instances of content developers using modified web content. Re-use however,
can be good or bad; if used well it can lead to better materials being produced. For example,
as discussed already in Chapter 3 and 4, MIT OpenCourseWare is a resource base that can
be used by anyone developing content.

Box 8-6: Shanil-29Y-M-Badulla

8.3.1.1 ICT as a Communication Tool

Figure 8-2: ICT as a Communication Tool
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As can be seen from Figure 8-2, the majority of respondents (91%) agreed that the use of
ICTs improved communication and interaction; only 6% disagreed. One respondent
mentioned that if ICTs (especially telephones) were not so commonly used, one would more
often meet one‟s friends, and therefore disagreed that ICTs improved communication and
interaction. When asked about their specific experience with ICTs as a communication tool
in their study programme, 82% of the respondents agreed that ICTs have improved their
interactions with others in the course. Respondents‟ experience with ICTs as a
communication tool to interact with their lecturers varied widely. As can be seen from
Figure 8-3, only 52% agreed that ICTs have improved their interactions with course
lecturers.
Generally with the use of emails and discussion forums it is expected that students‟
interaction with course lecturers would increase. In practice, despite the majority of
respondents (82%) agreeing that ICTs had improved their interaction with others in the
course, their interactions with lecturers did not seem to be facilitated by ICTs. This
contradiction was explored further to identify reasons for such an observation.

Figure 8-3: ICT to Interact with Lecturers

Tutors recruited by the CDL were the only contact point for students for their queries.
Therefore the students rarely communicated with lecturers. On the other hand, students in
general were not happy with the tutors‟ role in their programme; the protocol of tutors
contacting lecturers on behalf of students, was not appreciated by students. Shashika
described her experience:
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Box 8-7: Shashika-29Y-F-Colombo

Students could not contact their lecturers directly and this was evident from Nirodha‟s quote
in Box 8-8. Thus, the students disagreed with the statement that ICTs have improved their
communication and interaction with their lecturers.

Box 8-8: Nirodha-24Y-M-Colombo

It was interesting to see why respondents had such strong views on the demarcation between
lecturer and tutor. Lecturers were employed by the University and students believed them to
have superior academic qualifications. Tutors on the other hand, though they possessed good
honours degrees from reputable universities, were employed by the CDL, an institution
which students did not consider to be prestigious. Tutors frequently wanting to contact the
lecturer before responding to student questions gave the impression that they were not
competent in the subject matter.
Regarding the issue of late response and not being able to contact lecturers, students also
complained that they did not receive proper feedback for assignments (Box 8-9).

Box 8-9: Chandrasiri-32Y-M-Colombo
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Himali who lived very close to the Engineering faculty of University of Ruhuna paid for
private tuition from lecturers and students of that university when she had difficulties with
the subject matter, instead of requesting help from the tutors (Box 8-10).

Box 8-10: Himali-28Y-F-Galle

From the above discussion it can be seen that students wanted or expected a lot of interaction
with their lecturer/tutor. This is consistent with the findings of Owtson, Garrison et al.
(2006). When faced with difficulties in understanding materials, and the tutoring system did
little to support them, students turned elsewhere to find an „expert other‟ for help. This
suggests that students valued interactive experience in learning. They achieved much more
with the help of an „expert other‟, suggesting that they were benefiting from the interactive
style of learning suggested by Vygotsky (Mooney 2000).
About half of the respondents have contacted tutors, and have clearly stated on the
questionnaire that they had contacted tutors not lecturers. In fact, a respondent had written
“we are not allowed to” on the questionnaire pointing at the question that asked whether they
have used ICTs to contact their lecturer. 48% of respondents had contacted administrators,
marginally higher than the number who had contacted tutors (43%), using ICTs. The
majority only used MoodleTM to contact course administrators while tutors were also
contacted by email.
Respondents were given the opportunity to rate their preferred method of communication to
contact fellow students in the programme – 1 for the most preferred, 2 for next and so on.
The questionnaire listed 5 methods of communication and provided space for any other;
responses received are summarized in Table 8-1.

140

Table 8-1: Preferred Communication Method

Method of Communication
a. Phone (SMS or telephone call)
b. Email
c. Social networking sites (Facebook, Twitter, Yahoo or
Google Groups)
d. Moodle discussion forums
e. Meeting them face to face
f. Other

Preference (Rank)
1 2nd 3rd 4th 5th
10 4
7
3
2
6 10 6
5
st

6

8

2

6

2

7
1

6
1

4
6

6
3

2
9

Using the telephone was the most preferred method of communication among the
respondents while email ranked second. MoodleTM forums and social networking sites were
also used but with lower preference. The least preferred method was meeting in-person. By
combining communication via email, social networking sites and MoodleTM discussions into
the generic category „computer mediated communication‟ (CMC), it can be seen that the first
preference of 64% of the students was CMC. This result is hardly surprising because the
students were following an online course and had ready access to phones, computers and the
Internet; on the other hand, to meet a fellow student in-person they would have to arrange a
meeting as the course does not conduct face-to-face classes on a regular basis. During
interviews it was revealed that telephone communication was preferred because it allowed
them to solve matters through a single telephone call rather than sending emails back and
forth.
As shown in Figure 8-4, 28 respondents (85%) agreed that ICTs were helping them to take
part actively in their study programme. However there were 61% who agreed that ICTs as a
communication tool was more useful for administrators than for learners. The reason behind
this, as revealed by interview participants, was that MoodleTM or email is used by
administrators to communicate notices to students; if this was not the case, the
administration would have to use the postal service. The use of ICT as a communication
tool has reduced the burden on the administrators so it was viewed as more useful for them.
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Figure 8-4: ICT for Active Participation

8.3.1.2 ICT as a Tool for Learning
Even though the respondents were engaged in an online degree programme, as can be seen
from Figure 8-5, the majority (70%) felt that face-to-face learning was a superior experience.
However, 24% of respondents disagreed, and felt that the use of educational technology
provided an equal or better experience.

Figure 8-5: Is Face to Face Learning Superior?
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Figure 8-6 shows that a large majority of respondents (82%) had concerns about the quality
or acceptability of online degree programmes.

Figure 8-6: Concerns about Quality/Acceptability

This was in fact identified to be one of the issues impeding the spread of DE programmes
offered under the DEMP (Box 8-11).
Normally there is a perception that online degrees are not equal to face-to-face mode
degree. But it is a myth and we have convinced the people that it is equally recognized
Box 8-11: A Highly Placed Official at the MoHE

As can be seen from Figure 8-7, 82% of the respondents believed that if the same degree
programme was offered totally online and in-person, both programmes should receive the
same recognition. This result of course contradicts the earlier evaluation by students, where
the majority were concerned about the quality/acceptability of online degrees. While these
students are on a fully online programme, there is a similar in-person programme offered by
the same university. Thus, despite their own recognition of the potentially lower quality of
the education provided in DE mode, the students seem to have regarded it as unfair that
graduates from courses with identical titles and assumedly similar content should be
accorded a different degree of respect.
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Figure 8-7: Same Recognition for Fully Online Degree Programmes

82% of the respondents believed that using electronic resources for learning was important
as they were more up-to-date than books. These students were registered on an IT degree
programme; as the knowledge in IT field updates regularly it was felt that solely relying on
books was difficult (Box 8-12).

Box 8-12: Himali-28Y-F-Galle

Himali acknowledges rapid changes in the field of IT and the need to keep abreast with
knowledge in the world. Her comment, however debatable regarding the quality of
information available on the Internet, suggests some awareness of the importance of lifelong
learning. As discussed in Chapter 3, this is essential today as one needs to be competitive in
the current labour market of a knowledge-based economy.
58% of respondents agreed that learning with new technology was more fun than traditional
methods. However, as Figure 8-8 depicts, there were 21% of students disagreed and another
21% did not state an opinion.
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Figure 8-8: Using New Technology for Learning is more Fun

As can be seen from Figure 8-9, more than three quarters of students (76%) agreed that in
order to use ICTs for educational purposes a student has to possess a thorough knowledge of
computing. Interview participants revealed that when using NACs they faced technical
problems, which they were unable to solve themselves. It is possible that this could have
influenced their view that a thorough knowledge of computing was necessary in order for a
student to use ICTs for education.

Figure 8-9: ICTs for Education Require Thorough Knowledge of Computing
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8.3.1.3 ICTs and Educational Access
Anytime Anywhere Accessibility
Theoretically an online course is accessible to students all the time. Exploring the usefulness
of this to the OVU students (Table 8-2) revealed that 88% of students agreed that anytime
access was required, while 82% of students thought anywhere access was required.
Table 8-2: Anytime Anywhere Access (%)

Anytime Access (%)
Anywhere Access (%)

Required
88
82

Not Required
3
9

Respondents provided reasons as to why anytime and anywhere access was important to
them. Some of the reasons given are provided in Table 8-3 and Table 8-4.
Table 8-3: Reasons for Anytime Access

 It gives flexibility to the user
 When we have time we are able to access even at the midnight
 Because it gives flexibility for working students. So students can continue their studies
while working
Table 8-4: Reasons for Anywhere Access






Some students like me follow this programme far away from this centre
Because at present lifestyle it is not possible to plan staying at same place for 3 years
That will cut the cost involved to be in a specific place
In case of travelaroad [sic] [travel abroad] could continue

Despite this positive view held by some respondents, there were others who found it
otherwise. There was a respondent who neither attached importance to anytime nor
anywhere access. His reasons are provided in (Box 8-13).

Box 8-13: A 23 year-old male student from Gampaha

This respondent‟s view shows that shortcomings in material preparation (static content) and
slowness of the Internet connection were affecting his perceptions regarding the value of
anytime anywhere accessibility. This student had a broadband Internet connection at home.
However, he seemed to be frustrated with static learning materials as well as the wait to
download materials from the Internet. In 1993, Nielsen (1993) established that 10 seconds is
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the maximum time that a user can keep attention focused for a response from a computer.
When longer delays are experienced, users would engage in other tasks while waiting for the
computer‟s response. A study on browser-loading times of webpages conducted in 12 Asian
countries including Sri Lanka reported loading times that were 4 times slower than generally
accepted. Furthermore,

frequent page-load failures were also observed (Baggaley and

Batpurev 2007). Students working on web-based courses would find such regular delays
disruptive and intolerable.
Service providers in Sri Lanka market their connections with eye-catching speeds, but most
of the time they do not fulfil the expectations; Internet connection quality will be revisited
later in the chapter.
Students with family commitments and students who were employed appreciated anytime
and anywhere access even though there were issues with connection speeds. Due to their
other commitments, many of them would not have registered for this course if it was not an
online programme. These views expressed by students can be seen in Box 8-14 and Box
8-15.

Box 8-14: Nirodha-24Y-M-Colombo

Box 8-15: Nishara-41Y-M-Kalutara

Access to Rural Students
In Sri Lanka, radio and television are more accessible than computers and the Internet to the
majority of the population. However, as can be seen in Figure 8-10, only 61% of respondents
agreed that using television or radio for educational programmes was a good method to reach
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people. Respondents disagreeing had concerns that working on a shift basis and commuting
could prevent them from watching educational programmes on television as programme
recording facilities were not widely available.

Figure 8-10: Using TV or Radio for Educational Programmes

As Figure 8-11 shows, more than three quarters of respondents (76%) agreed that using
online learning and computer-based learning would limit students who were unable to afford
the necessary facilities; 73% of respondents agreed that using ICTs as an optional means
would be a better approach. This was previously discussed in Chapter 5.

Figure 8-11: Online Learning Can Limit Students
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8.3.1.4 ICT and English Knowledge
This DE programme is conducted in English medium and a pass in the A/L General English
is a prerequisite for registration. Although respondents‟ working knowledge of English
varied, as can be seen from Figure 8-12, their self-reported English language proficiency (on
a scale of excellent, good, average, poor and very poor) was seen to be above average.
However, it is worthwhile noting that this questionnaire only reached the students who
remained in the programme in the third year and it is possible that students weak in English
had already dropped out. Also there is the possibility of students over or under rating their
English language ability, a known weakness in any self-completion questionnaire, which
was discussed in Chapter 6.

Figure 8-12: English Language Ability (%)

Respondents felt that reading and comprehension were the most important as far as English
ability was concerned (see Box 8-16).

Box 8-16: Nirodha-24Y-M-Colombo

A relationship between English language proficiency and the district of residency was
difficult to establish as the majority of respondents were from Colombo.
As can be seen from Figure 8-13, 67% of respondents agreed that using computers and
electronic resources for learning was difficult if one was not competent in English. However,
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24% disagreed and felt that despite the usage in computer interfaces, a high level of English
was not necessary in order to use computers for learning (Box 8-17).

Figure 8-13: Learning with ICTs and English

Box 8-17: Chandrasiri-32Y-M-Colombo

As can be seen in Figure 8-14, despite reporting above average English language ability,
nearly half of the respondents (49%) were worried that using computers and electronic
resource could affect their learning due to the lack of learning resources in local languages. It
is likely that students who were educated (at school) in local languages were concerned
about the change of language medium for their HE. As discussed in Chapter 5, the lack of
local language content is a difficulty faced by many in Sri Lanka.
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Figure 8-14: Concern on Lack of Local Language Content

8.3.1.5 Summary
Students considered ICTs to be particularly important for anytime anywhere access.
However, shortcomings in material preparation and issues with connection speeds reduced
its value. Although the use of ICTs was expected to reach disadvantaged students, enhance
experience and quality, and reduce costs, there were compelling accounts that contradicted
this belief. The lack of facilities for rural students was acknowledged.
There was a general consensus that ICTs improved communication and interaction.
However, due to the hierarchical information flow in the programme, ICTs failed to facilitate
interaction with lecturers. Despite students being concerned about the quality and
acceptability of online degree programmes, they regarded qualifications obtained online as
equal to those earned in-person. Although the sample comprised of students with above
average English ability, nearly half of them were concerned about the lack of local language
content.

8.3.2 Utilizing ICTs for Learning
This section explores the ways in which OVU students used ICTs to engage in their study
programme.
2. d. How do they utilize ICTs to engage in their learning programmes?
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As the programme is conducted online, students regularly accessed the LMS. As can be seen
from Figure 8-15, respondents regularly used relevant websites, search engines, online
discussion forums and digital copies of lecture notes, all of which were accessible from a
computer with an Internet connection. TV/ radio programmes, printed notes and library
resources were infrequently used.

Figure 8-15: Resource Use

8.3.2.1 Online Discussions
Frequent access to online discussion forums was expected, because 5-10% of continuous
assessment marks were allocated for participation in discussions. Respondents‟ contributions
to online discussions are summarized in Figure 8-16. More than half of the respondents
(52%) reported to have participated in almost all discussions with only 3% reporting never
having contributed to a discussion.
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Figure 8-16: Contribution to Discussions

Some were enthusiastic about participating in online discussion forums. They viewed it as an
opportunity to share knowledge and ideas with other students. For example, Himali
described her experience with online forums (Box 8-18) and it can be seen that she is
learning from others and considers learning to be social interaction.

Box 8-18: Himali-28Y-F-Galle

However, some others felt that forums were not of much use, as they did not experience or
witness a continuous discussion taking place online. For example, Chandrasiri describes his
experience in Box 8-19.

Box 8-19: Chandrasiri-32Y-M-Colombo

Nirodha on the other hand questioned student participation in online forums as he believed
that it was only because of marks that students participated in them (Box 8-20).
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Box 8-20: Nirodha-24Y-M-Colombo

Nirodha further emphasized the use of other forms of communication to discuss and resolve
problems (Box 8-21); Google ChatTM, Yahoo® Messenger and SkypeTM were used. In
addition, students also used telephone calls, text messaging and emails to discuss problems
with others (see Box 8-21).

Box 8-21: Nirodha-24Y-M-Colombo

The data also showed that not many students relied on LMS‟ online discussions for resolving
subject-specific problems. Many students were part of a small circle of friends who regularly
“met” online to discuss subject matters/problems. For example, Nirodha described his
experience of working online with friends and how they progressed from using basic
communication tools to more sophisticated ones (Box 8-22). This is similar to the
observations made by Conole and de Laat et al. (2006) where they reported that some
students kept close contacts with a group of close friends using email, “MSN” and text
messaging when they were working on assignments.

Box 8-22: Nirodha-24Y-M-Colombo

Arjuna believed that using SkypeTM software to form a virtual support group had helped
students to remain in the programme (Box 8-23). He described it as a “known group” of
students that communicated using SkypeTM. Nishara too stated that there was a “different
community” that he corresponded with (Box 8-24). Thus, it can be seen that even though the
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University promoted online discussions through its LMS for the whole cohort, students
formed informal groups, within which they were using advanced ICTs to communicate and
interact. Further, these students were helping each other to understand concepts
demonstrating that Vygotsky‟s (1978) concept of social interaction (Mooney 2000; Smidt
2009) for learning was important for them. For example, in Box 8-23, Arjuna explains how
he gets help from his peers through SkypeTM calls.

Box 8-23: Arjuna-23Y-M-Colombo

Box 8-24: Nishara-41Y-M-Kalutara

8.3.2.2 Electronic Resources and Library Resources
Only 3 respondents had answered the question of preferred media. 2 out of the 3 respondents
preferred printed materials while the other one preferred video. Reasons for this lack of
response were discussed in interviews. Apart from a reference text book, all other materials
including lectures, notes and handouts were provided in digital format. As respondents were
receiving almost all of their course material as PDF documents, only one or two video
lectures and almost none in print (except the text book), they did not feel that they had a
choice. The majority of students who participated in interviews preferred print medium, but
as printed notes were not provided, they had omitted the question. Almost all interview
participants were concerned about the cost and hassle involved in printing copies of digital
lecture notes (Box 8-25, Box 8-26 and Box 8-27).

Box 8-25: Shashika-29Y-F-Colombo
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Box 8-26: Nirodha-24Y-M-Colombo

Box 8-27: Nishara-41Y-M-Kalutara

Nirodha preferred printed material because of the difficulty of looking at a CRT (Cathode
Ray Tube) monitor for a prolonged period; for Shashika, mother of a new born, it was not
practical to be at the computer to study, while for Nishara it was “his generation‟s” practice.
The lack of reliable electricity supplies (Box 8-89) and the limited availability of the system
(Box 8-85) could be another reason for students to rely on printed materials; for example,
Shashika‟s above comment could also mean that it is not practical to keep the computer
switched on for a prolonged period because of possible power failures that could affect the
hardware.
Laptops with charged batteries would have been much more useful for students as power
interruptions would not affect their use. However, only 11.4% households in Sri Lanka
owned a laptop or desktop computer in 2009, while 10.6% households owned desktops
(Department of Census and Statistics Sri Lanka 2009a). From these available statistics it is
difficult to infer the percentage of laptop ownership in Sri Lanka; but as laptops are more
expensive, laptop ownership is likely to be lower than desktop ownership. The questionnaire
did not investigate the availability of laptops, mainly because it was felt that participants
who do not own computers would be discouraged that the questionnaire was not meant for
them. Kindle, the lightweight powered document reader, could have been an ideal solution
for students like Nirodha but the high cost of such sophisticated equipment (at the time of
the study) makes them inaccessible for the majority of Sri Lankan students.
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Surprisingly students who preferred printed medium and went to the bother of printing
digital lecture notes, reported a minimal use of library resources. Further investigation
showed that these students were in fact denied access to the University library facilities.
Contact with the library authorities established that external students were not registered for
library facilities as there was a shortage of resources. Students therefore were greatly
disadvantaged being without these facilities. However, as books are expensive only one
participant was able to buy books (Box 8-28). As discussed by Drahos and Braithwaite
(2002), the exorbitant prices of books produced in developed countries have made them
unaffordable for many in developing countries. This highlights the importance of the need to
have library access, especially in developing countries.
Another participant expressed the view that some students from rural areas left the course
explicitly because they were unable to access resources for referencing (Box 8-29). He
described his failed efforts to request for online resource access from the CDL.

Box 8-28: Chandrasiri-32Y-M-Colombo

Box 8-29: Nishara-41Y-M-Kalutara

If resource limitation was the sole reason for denying library access to external students, one
could wonder (like Nishara) why online resources should be barred, as they are intangible
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and could be accessed by many at the same time without loss of quality. Authorities at the
MoHE were envisioning resource sharing for optimal benefit:

Box 8-30: A Highly Placed Official at the MoHE

However, as can be seen in the discussion so far this is contradicted in practice.
Some of the OVU online library resources are password-protected while others are IPfiltered. Even with an IP-filtered system, external access could be obtained by accessing
through Virtual Private Network (VPN) software. Thus it is possible to provide access to
online materials to external students without giving them access to internal computer lab
facilities, which are already congested. On the other hand, the pricing models of online
publishers are complicated; some of these include variables such as the number of staff
and/or number of students a university has and the subject areas these staff and students are
in. Most universities negotiate online subscription fees for a period of time for a given
number of students. Then, if one of the variables such as the number of students changes
drastically, for example by giving access to external students, the cost of subscriptions could
increase in such a way that it is not financially viable for the university to continue
subscription. This might be a reason why external students were not given access to online
resources subscribed to by the University.
The problem of library resources could be solved if open access to all materials was
available. The Open Access Scholarly Publishers Association (www.oaspa.org) and
Enabling Open Scholarship (www.openscholarship.org) promotes this concept, which would
allow anyone with access to the Internet to be able to read academic papers. This is
invaluable, especially for research institutions in developing counties, because the
subscription fees of online journals are out of range for many due to cost.
OVU students were aware of the need to validate the reliability of web sources. They
described using known sources. For example, Nirodha mentioned the reliability of the source
(Box 8-31) and Nishara mentioned searching other university sites for materials (Box 8-32).
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Box 8-31: Nirodha-24Y-M-Colombo

Box 8-32: Nishara-41Y-M-Kalutara

8.3.2.3 Assignments
The electronic submission of assignments was appreciated by all students, especially by
employed students (Box 8-33).

Box 8-33: Himali-28Y-F-Galle

Many respondents admitted that they submitted assignments at the last minute (Box 8-34)
and that they used web resources to find information for assignments. When using web
resources, students who were not fluent in English faced the problem of paraphrasing content
(Box 8-35).

Box 8-34: Nirodha-24Y-M-Colombo

159

Box 8-35: Shanil-29Y-M-Badulla

As the University is not utilizing plagiarism detection software these students have not had
issues with their assignments.

Box 8-36: A Highly Placed Official at the CDL

A student described how he helped three other students on two occasions to do their
assignments and how he (the original author) ended up with lower marks than the obviously
poorer quality submissions of the students he helped, leading to concerns over whether the
assignments were actually evaluated or whether the same rubric was applied (Box 8-37).

Box 8-37: Shanil-29Y-M-Badulla
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Several types of academic dishonesty such as copying and pasting information from the web,
incorrect paraphrasing, doing other students‟ assignments, and copying assignments from
peers were admitted by students. All these incidents raise serious concerns about the quality
of this online programme. However, these same concerns are not uncommon in in-person
education (Adams 2011).
In terms of grading and feedback, there are many expectations that distant students have of
their lecturers/tutors such as: being fair and objective; explaining and justifying the grade
awarded; indicating possible improvements; being encouraging and giving a timely response
(Cole, Coats et al. 1986). According to students‟ accounts (for example, see Box 8-9) their
tutors have failed to fulfil these expectations.
Quizzes are a method of assessment which seemed to be popular among students as
MoodleTM log data showed multiple access to quizzes by them. For example, 43 students
were registered in “ITE 3005-Social Aspects of IT” module; its log data revealed that quiz-1
was attempted 426 times and quiz-2 401 times. This is in accordance with Tantrigoda‟s
(2010) observation that despite poor participation in online discussions, students attempted
online quizzes multiple times. It is possible to configure MoodleTM‟s multiple choice
questions to present correct answers after one completes the quiz. It also allows generation
of a random quiz from a question bank for a given student. However, it was reported that
these facilities provided by the LMS were rarely used. For example, Nishara described his
experience with quizzes (Box 8-38).

Box 8-38: Nishara-41Y-M-Kalutara
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Because students were aware of the facilities available in MoodleTM, that is the random quiz
facility; they were not pleased with the same questions being recycled. When that
expectation was not met, it was seen as a shortcoming of the programme.
8.3.2.4 Summary
OVU students used electronic resources extensively. Almost everyone participated in
“compulsory” online discussion forums. Many used other communication tools to discuss
course materials among a selected circle of friends. With web resources, they were aware of
reliability issues. Without access to the University library resources or a central repository of
required books students were disadvantaged. Respondents who lived in Colombo (or Kandy)
and could afford to pay the premium to access private libraries were able to refer to books,
while others relied solely on the materials provided and the Internet. The University seemed
to have a lenient policy on plagiarism; students did not appear to consider plagiarism
seriously, which raises concerns of integrity. In some instances where online quizzes were
used, they were poorly designed.

8.4 Gaining Access to Education
This section discusses how the use of ICTs has influenced access to HE.
3. How has the OVU‟s DE programme influenced „access‟ to HE?
e. Why have students enrolled in this programme?
As described in Chapter 2, there are very few places available for HE in the Sri Lankan state
universities, and these places are allocated to students according to their GCE A/L
performance. Students who are eligible for university entrance can miss the chance to enter a
state university by a fraction of a mark or even if they do enter a state university, they may
not have the chance to follow their preferred programme.
Because this system of HE has been practised for years, there are many working adults who
were denied of the opportunity of studying at a HE institution. As discussed in Chapter 3, in
order to be competitive today in the job market, regular knowledge updates are essential. The
two interview participants who were above 30 years of age were concerned about their
competitiveness in industry. Although their jobs were at the time secure, they felt a degree as
a qualification would safeguard their positions (Box 8-39, Box 8-40).
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Box 8-39: Chandrasiri-32Y-M-Colombo

Box 8-40: Nishara-41Y-M-Kalutara

8.4.1 Why Select Distance Education
The questionnaire investigated reasons for students selecting a DE programme; these are
summarized in Table 8-5 below.
Table 8-5: Reasons for External Degree (%)

Reason
I wanted a part time course that can accommodate my other commitments
I wanted to study independently in my own time
Difficulty / an unwillingness to attend regular classes
I do this course partly or wholly because of the use of ICTs in teaching
The fee for this course is affordable
I did not get my preferred course at the course selection
There is a regional centre/ private tuition class that supports learners
I did not get my preferred university at the university selection
I won a scholarship that covers my course fees for this course

%
82
76
67
64
55
33
30
30
18

The majority of the respondents (82%) agreed that they were seeking a part-time course that
would accommodate their other commitments. 76% wanted to engage in an independent
study programme with 67% unable or unwilling to attend classes. 64% of respondents were
enrolled in this programme partly or wholly because of the use of ICTs in teaching; 33%
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stated that they did not get the preferred course at university selection, while 30% did not get
their preferred university.
The target group of this programme were those academically eligible to enter university but
denied entry due to the lack of available places. However, the majority of respondents
seemed to have other compelling reasons for selecting this DE programme.
8.4.1.1 Prestige
Many students selected the programme because it was offered by the OVU. As the
University has a good South Asian ranking and is considered to be one of the best in Sri
Lanka (Study Abroad Universities 2010), obtaining a degree from OVU was considered a
privilege by all interview participants, as shown by the following quotes from Shanil (Box
8-41), Chandrasiri (Box 8-42), Nirodha (Box 8-43), Charith (Box 8-44), Himali (Box 8-45)
and Arjuna (Box 8-46).

Box 8-41: Shanil-29Y-M-Badulla

Box 8-42: Chandrasiri-32Y-M-Colombo

Box 8-43: Nirodha-24Y-M-Colombo
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Box 8-44: Charith-25Y-M-Matara

Box 8-45: Himali-28Y-F-Galle

Box 8-46: Arjuna-23Y-M-Colombo

8.4.1.2 Flexibility
The flexibility of the programme was another important reason for this course being selected
by students in employment, those with family commitments and/or those living far from
Colombo. The following quotes (Box 8-47 and Box 8-48) from respondents express the
value they attached to flexibility.
[I]t is convenient and I don‟t have to go for classes, I can log in at any time I want and do
my studies. It is easy, because most of the time I log in in the night. So it is easy for me [...]
I don‟t think I will be able to go for classes. Mainly because I used to work during
weekends, Saturdays and Sundays on roster basis. So now of course I don‟t work during
weekend [following her maternity leave]. But initially I used to, so it would have been very
difficult for me.
Box 8-47: Shashika-29Y-F-Colombo

Box 8-48: Charith-25Y-M-Matara
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Nirodha obtained a place for a course in a state university, but his marks only secured him a
place at a university situated far from Colombo, and on a programme that was of little
interest to him. As he was unable to follow the course while being employed in Colombo, he
abandoned the course and registered in the OVU‟s DE programme (Box 8-49).

Box 8-49: Nirodha-24Y-M-Colombo

In fact all interview participants except Chandrasiri and Himali stated that they would not
have selected this programme if it was not offered online, because it would have been
incompatible with their other commitments; but both Chandrasiri and Himali considered
obtaining a degree from the OVU much more important than other commitments and
reported they would “somehow” have followed it.
8.4.1.3 No Previous Opportunity for University Education
All but one of the interviewees (Nirodha) stated that they had unsuccessfully applied for
entry to free full-time in-person courses at state universities; for example, Nishara (Box
8-40) and Himali (Box 8-45) described their unsuccessful efforts. Only 30% of questionnaire
respondents reported failure to gain access to state university education as the reason for
selecting DE. It would seem that students were reluctant to admit on the questionnaire to
failure to gain admittance, although in interviews they were more forthcoming. It seems
likely that a more significant proportion of the questionnaire respondents also failed to gain a
place on an in-person course, and that the DE programme provided a substitute method of
accessing HE.
8.4.1.4 Summary
Students had selected the OVU‟s DE programme for a variety of reasons. The flexibility of
the programme and the prestige of the University were important determinants for their
decisions. Previous denial of a higher education due to the lack of places in the state
university system was another reason for selecting distance education. In addition to a
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general desire to pursue a higher education, the job market benefit of having a degree was a
strong motivating factor.

8.4.2 Readiness of the Learners
3.
f. How well are they prepared for these programmes regarding skills, motivation and
resources? (here resources refers to the availability of computers with access to the
Internet)
8.4.2.1 Skills
Self Study
This programme was one of the first online degrees to be offered in Sri Lanka and students
registering for the programme were not aware of how to study in an online environment.
Despite the online nature of the course, many students initially expected/demanded face-toface classes (Box 8-50).

Box 8-50: Arjuna-23Y-M-Colombo

Even though this programme was offered fully online, the University officials and the CDL
were flexible enough to offer help to students (who requested tutorial sessions), arranging a
few face-to-face classes without any extra charge. This initial thrust had helped students to
gain confidence and develop self-study skills, as well as to develop friendships with fellow
students. Despite this help, many students, unable to cope with this new style of learning,
abandoned the course or failed subjects. For example, according to official records
(unpublished data shared with me by OVU technical officer during fieldwork visit), out of
the cohort of 98 students who registered in 2007, only 36 remained with the same cohort
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after 3 years. However, Arjuna thought that this was due to the rigorous requirements of the
course and that “not everyone can complete a degree” (Box 8-51). As an Open University of
Sri Lanka (OUSL) degree was considered „easier‟, (not even requiring A/L for entry if
following the foundation level) it was not highly regarded by the public.

Box 8-51: Arjuna-23Y-M-Colombo

English Language Skills
Transition from a local language (either Sinhala or Tamil) in primary and secondary
education to English in HE is a difficult step for students, especially those from rural areas.
Some respondents appreciated the difficulties faced by fellow students from rural areas. For
example, Himali (Box 8-52) and Charith (Box 8-53) stated that:

Box 8-52: Himali-28Y-F-Galle
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Box 8-53: Charith-25Y-M-Matara

Charith's quote shows that some students were expecting direct help from experts, that is
they expected social interaction in learning. Interview participants from areas other than the
capital Colombo were quite concerned about students with language difficulties and
empathised with students from rural areas. On the other hand, some respondents from
Colombo assumed that everyone, when faced with the situation of (language) medium
change, would be able to adjust to it “naturally”. For example, Arjuna stated that:

Box 8-54: Arjuna-23Y-M-Colombo

Because it was difficult to ascertain the level of English language proficiency from a self
completion questionnaire, tutors‟ views were also considered. Lasanthi, a tutor for the
OVU‟s DE programme expressed her views thus:

Box 8-55: Lasanthi-Tutor
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Lasanthi believed that English knowledge was vital for success. She linked good English
ability with course related knowledge and claimed that students with good English ability
were performing better than their counterparts. Madhavi, another tutor, expanded on her
colleague‟s position:

Box 8-56: Madhavi-Tutor

Due to immense difficulties faced by students who were not competent in English, tutors
regarded that English ability as a crucial factor that determined whether a student would
continue the course or abandon it.
Computer Skills
The students of this online programme thought the required level of computer skills was
relatively minimal to start it. However, it still required students to be able to use the Internet,
email and other software such as Microsoft® Office.
Nirodha expressed the view that:

Box 8-57: Nirodha-24Y-M-Colombo

Almost all respondents were able to handle the 4 tasks listed in the questionnaire to test their
computer skills, depicting a very high level of computer skills among the respondents. This
was not surprising, because these students were in the upper years of an ICT degree. As in
the case of English ability, here too it was difficult to ascertain the level of computer skills
amongst students by solely considering questionnaire results; questionnaire respondents
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were the students who managed to continue the programme while students with low
computer skills who initially registered for the programme may have abandoned it. Thus
combining both students‟ as well as tutors‟ views was important in order to obtain a
comprehensive understanding.
Tutors‟ assessments of the computer skills of students differed to that of the questionnaire
analysis. As Box 8-58 shows, tutors have observed some students having difficulties even
with basic computer skills; for example, one tutor reported a student who, in an inaugural
session held to introduce the online learning platform, was not aware of how to type an “@”
sign.

Box 8-58: Madhavi-Tutor

Keyboard skills are fundamental in using a computer and Madhavi‟s experience showed that
there were students with very low levels of computer skills registered on this programme.
Whether they have progressed with the programme or have abandoned it is yet to be
established. In this respect, it can be seen that the Sri Lankan authorities‟ definition of
computer literacy, which was discussed in Chapter 5, is inadequate for any degree using
ICT. This is because the student could be “computer literate” because s/he is able to play a
computer game on the computer, but that level of “computer literacy” is of no use for
her/him to engage in a learning programme such as this.
Moreover, educational authorities seemed to focus on the “majority”. For example, the
following extract from an interview with a highly placed official in the MoHE shows that
they had the pre-conceived idea that students leaving school after A/L had already gained
adequate computer skills either from school or elsewhere. However, whether the high cost of
private computer lessons is affordable to the “majority” or whether school computer labs
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were appropriately utilized were issues that the authorities did not seem to be concerned
about.

Box 8-59: A Highly Placed Official at the MoHE

The assumption that when physical resources are available they will be utilized has been
shown to be problematic in many instances (Warschauer 2003). However, the Sri Lankan
educational authorities still seem to rely on injecting physical resources as a means to ensure
the development of computer skills among Sri Lankans.
8.4.2.2 Motivation
The motivating factors for participating in this programme were discussed in interviews.
Two respondents held high positions even though they lacked a degree. These students were
highly motivated to complete the programme in order to be competitive in the job market,
and to further secure their current positions. One of these students had started another DE
degree programme, but had stopped it after only one semester as he had been doing it “for
the sake of doing” and was not “dedicated” (Box 8-42). In fact, as DE is a lonely experience
(even though chat, messaging, virtual group discussions allow community experience to a
certain extent) a student‟s internal drive to complete the programme is of utmost importance.
Another student had been searching for an online programme as he was unable to attend
classes due to family and work commitments. He had investigated the prospects of
registering with an online programme offered by a Singaporean Institute, which was cheaper
than the OVU‟s programme, but had decided to register with OVU because it was a wellknown local university.
As already discussed, there was one respondent (Nirodha) who had abandoned a place at a
state university but was highly motivated to register with this programme because he wanted
to study computing while being employed. He was in his final year of study with good
grades. Therefore it can be seen that students needed the opportunity to progress in their field
of interest rather than a field chosen for them on the basis of their A/L marks. Himali,
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Charith and Shanil, having failed to secure places at a state university, had the internal desire
to obtain a degree qualification. Thus it can be seen that from the interviews that the students
were highly motivated.
As mentioned before, only 36 students out of the initial 98 student cohort remained with the
same cohort at the end of the 3 years. The interview participants in the study were the
students who remained in the programme for the whole 3 years. Thus, it is likely that all
these students were highly motivated and had the internal drive to complete the programme.
In obtaining a holistic view, tutors‟ views were also important. However, it is worth noting
here that there are difficulties tracking students who have dropped out, especially because
this is a part-time programme.
Lasanthi and Madhavi stated that there were different types of students: students with a high
level of motivation as well as students who were not bothered. However, tutors in some
instances have endeavoured to motivate students by sending them personal emails and
phoning them (Box 8-60). Lasanthi also described an incident where she had followed up on
a student to ensure submission of his assignment, because it was the last assignment and
non-submission would have resulted in the student being ineligible to sit the exam.
Therefore, when considering the whole cohort of the OVU students, there were a group of
highly motivated students as well as students who required motivational support. This
parallels Engler‟s (2000) observation that students who succeed in online courses are the
focused, self-directed, independent and motivated.
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Box 8-60: Lasanthi and Madhavi-Tutors

8.4.2.3 Resources
Ownership of Computers and Printers
All interview participants and 85% of questionnaire respondents (Figure 8-17) owned
computers (Note, as of 2009, computer ownership in the country was only 11.4%).
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Figure 8-17: Computer Ownership

As can be seen from Figure 8-18, out of the respondents who owned computers, 54% also
owned printers. That is, nearly a half of the students who owned computers did not have
printers. This could be the reason why many students complained about having to print
materials. A black-and-white laser-printed A4 sheet can cost from Rs.3 (1.5p) to Rs.100
(55p) depending on the location where the printout is obtained. For example, shops near
universities charge a nominal fee whereas shops in rural areas or even towns other than the
capital Colombo (for example, Galle) charge premium prices for printing. Therefore, if a
student from a rural area is only comfortable with hardcopy for studying, that student would
have to bear an exorbitant cost for printouts.

Figure 8-18: Printer Ownership
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Opportunity to Use Computers
As can be seen in Figure 8-19, 64% of the respondents believed that buying and maintaining
a home computer was expensive. This is in accordance with the survey findings by the
PANdora network (Jamtsho, Rinchen et al. 2010b). Even though computer hardware has
relatively come down in cost, it remains a significant lump sum outlay. There are credit card
schemes and a scheme for school teachers to buy new computers on interest-free payment
plans. Alternatively there are shops that sell used computers (as old as Pentium IIs) for
affordable prices. Alpha Digital Pvt. Ltd. is a pioneer in selling used computers and it offers
computers from Rs.5,000 (about £28). However, there is a growing concern that Sri Lanka
may be being used as a dumping ground for computer waste (The Eye 2012; Sriyananda
April 3, 2011) which does not bode well for the future.

Figure 8-19: Maintaining a Computer at Home

Figure 8-20 depicts that 88% of the respondents used a computer daily while 3% used it
several times a week. Despite this being an online programme, there were 15% of
respondents who believed that it was not essential to have access to a computer for learning
purposes (Figure 8-21).
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Figure 8-20: Frequency of Computer Use

Figure 8-21: Not Essential to Have Access to a Computer for Learning

Connectivity to the Internet
All interview participants except one (who used a mobile phone to access the Internet) had
broadband Internet connections. They all preferred ADSL (Asymmetric Digital Subscriber
Line) connections to mobile broadband connectivity but were constrained due to the lack of
availability of such connections. Two respondents used mobile broadband Internet using
dongles due to the unavailability of ADSL connections in their areas. Only three interview
participants had Internet connections when they started the programme: others initially used
NACs or Internet-cafes but later acquired home access.
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As shown in Figure 8-22, out of the questionnaire respondents 91% had Internet access from
home (note: some students who did not own computers accessed the Internet using their
phones), while 33% had access from a work-place. During one interview, a participant
mentioned that his employer, a semi-governmental organization, had taken policy measures
to ban Internet access for its employees due to security issues. The researcher‟s earlier work
on acceptable use policies and employee computer misuse revealed that there was misuse of
computers and the Internet by employees even when an acceptable use policy was in place
(Liyanagunawardena and Samarasinghe 2008). This could be a reason for such low Internet
access statistics at work – employers restricting Internet access by their employees due to
misuse rather than lack of resources. Internet-cafes were used by nearly 21% of the
respondents, mostly for occasional access.

Figure 8-22: Access to the Internet

As can be seen from Figure 8-23, 91% of the questionnaire respondents accessed the Internet
daily, while 3% accessed it several times a week.
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Figure 8-23: Internet Access Frequency

Figure 8-24: Home Internet Connection Type

As Figure 8-24 depicts, 87% of students‟ homes had broadband connectivity while 10%
were connected via dial-up links and a 3% with GPRS. 73% of respondents agreed that
maintaining an Internet connection for home computer was expensive (Figure 8-25). This is
slightly higher than the number (64%) who agreed that it was expensive to buy and maintain
a computer at home.
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Figure 8-25: Maintaining Internet Access at Home

The interviewees considered Sri Lanka Telecom‟s ADSL connection packages to have better
quality and speed than the mobile broadband connections offered by other service providers.
However, ADSL lines are only available up to 3-5 kilometres around metropolitan cities so
people living outside these areas have to use either dial-up or mobile broadband services.
Since 2010 the Telecom Regulatory Commission of Sri Lanka has been performing its own
tests to put into practice regulations regarding minimum speed, as it was found that Sri
Lankan broadband service provides less value for money (Galpaya 2011) than other
countries.

Figure 8-26: Not Essential to Have Access to the Internet for Learning

Respondents generally felt that access to both computers and the Internet was essential for
learning, with little difference between the figures for these responses (Figure 8-26 above).
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Software
The level of software piracy is high in Sri Lanka; in fact, it is the second highest in Asia
(Sirimanna 2007), reported to be 86% in 2010 (Business Software Alliance 2011). Pirated
software CDs are sold cheaply in the street market. This practice has allowed many Sri
Lankans to be able to afford Microsoft® Windows® and Microsoft® Office, which otherwise
would cost even more than the computer hardware. However, recent government regulations
have put strict controls on software piracy and therefore now it is not common to see pirated
software CDs on the market, albeit they are sold elsewhere.
Since the OVU students were following an IT degree they were required to use software
such as programming languages and simulation software packages. None of the students
seemed to have problems obtaining copies of that software. However, one student described
an instance where he wanted to install TeamViewer® software on a NAC computer but was
unable to obtain permission. As the student could afford an Internet connection and his area
was serviced by ADSL, he had acquired an ADSL connection for his home computer instead
of visiting the NAC.
8.4.2.4 Summary
Self-study skills were important for the OVU students as their programme was conducted
online. Students with a good knowledge of English were better able to cope with the new
style of learning while students with poor English struggled. The majority of students had
good computer skills but there were a few who had not acquired even basic computer skills
and thus faced problems in the programme. All interview participants were highly motivated
but tutors reported that there were students whom they had to motivate and encourage. The
ownership of computers was high but printer ownership was low. The large majority of
students had broadband access to the Internet from their homes, with a minority using dialup or GPRS connections. None of the respondents were constrained by the lack of software.

181

8.4.3 Characteristics of Students
This section presents the characteristics of the OVU students.
3.
g. What are the characteristics of students who have gained „access‟ to higher education
by this initiative [introduction of the OVU‟s DE programme]?
Interview participants could be broadly categorized into two groups.


Freshly A/L qualified who failed to secure a place at a state university



A/L qualified and employed needing a degree qualification to retain/advance in
career

The first group of interview participants commenced the programme as full-time students but
later on became employed and continued the programme on a part-time basis. The second
group consisted of mature students in their late 20s to early 40s, who joined the programme
as employed part-time students. The details provided by students at course registration and
details obtained through the questionnaire are juxtaposed in order to obtain a better
understanding of the population demographics. Certain information such as marital status,
income and employment status were not held by the University, thus they are presented only
for the sample.
The registration details of the four cohorts of students for 2010 are as follows:
Table 8-6: Registration Details

Cohort

Registered Students

Cohort 01
Cohort 02
Cohort 03
Cohort 04

89
92
89
36
306
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Gender
Male
Female
58
31
50
42
60
29
20
16
188
118

8.4.3.1 Gender

Figure 8-27: Population Gender (cohort-wise)

Figure 8-27 shows that male participation is higher than the female participation in each
cohort. Figure 8-28 compares the gender distribution of the population and sample. The
population‟s female representation was 39% and the sample was 33%. Female participation
in the Sri Lankan IT industry is only 21% (Sri Lanka Information and Communication
Technology Agency 2007); therefore 39% female participation in the OVU programme was
encouraging, especially when compared with developed economies such as the UK where
men outnumber women 5:1 in the IT sector (Pretorius and de Villiers 2009).

Figure 8-28: Gender Distribution – Population and Sample
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8.4.3.2 Age
The age distribution of the cohorts of the OVU DE undergraduate student population is
presented in Table 8-7 and Figure 8-29. The majority of students were 20-25, representing
58% of the total population. The next largest representation was the 26-30 age group (18%).
This programme mainly targeted the A/L qualified who were unable to secure places at the
state university system but the small majority of students from 20-25 age group suggests that
the targeting of the programme has not been well received.
Table 8-7: Population Age (cohort-wise)

Cohort
Cohort 01
Cohort 02
Cohort 03
Cohort 04

Students by age (at the time of registration)
<20
20-25
26-30
31-35
>35
3
50
12
11
13
3
58
15
9
7
6
49
21
9
4
3
20
8
3
2
15
177
56
32
26

Figure 8-29: Population Age (cohort-wise)

Figure 8-30 shows the juxtaposition of population and sample age distribution. Similar to the
population age distribution, the sample also has a majority of 20-25 age group.
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Figure 8-30: Age Distribution – Population and Sample

8.4.3.3 Geographic Location
The geographic distributions of the OVU students (Figure 8-31) showed that Colombo,
Gampaha and Kalutara districts (or the Western Province) were overrepresented. There were
very few students from rural districts such as Monaragala or Nuwara Eliya, and from the
Northern and Eastern parts of the island. There could be a number of reasons for this, some
of which are likely to be: the difficulty of accessing the Internet, the use of English medium
and the lack of proper English language teaching in rural schools, students from the North
and East not having access to Colombo during the periods of armed conflict.

Figure 8-31: Population Geographic Spread (cohort-wise)
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A comparison of population and sample geographic distribution in summarized form is
presented in Figure 8-32. Half of the student population were Western Province dwellers;
considering that only 28% of Sri Lankans live in the Western Province (Department of
Census and Statistics Sri Lanka 2010a) this online DE programme seemed to be more
appealing to them.

Figure 8-32: Geographic Distribution – Population and Sample

8.4.3.4 Marital Status
The majority of questionnaire respondents (79%) were unmarried (Figure 8-33). Other
options such as divorced or separated were not listed in the questionnaire because such cases
are rare in the Sri Lankan family environment and are considered taboo.

Figure 8-33: Sample Marital Status
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8.4.3.5 Employment
As can be seen from Figure 8-34, the employment status of the sample revealed that 52% of
the students were employed. This suggests that the need for a HE in order to be successful in
today‟s work environment, as suggested by Castells (2000b; 2000a; 2004), Dahlman and
Utz (2005), is felt by Sri Lankans. As stated earlier, some interview respondents had
commenced the programme as unemployed school leavers but were later recruited especially
as software developers. There is a rising demand for IT professionals in Sri Lanka and the
university output of IT graduates does not fulfil this demand (Sri Lanka Information and
Communication Technology Agency 2007). Thus it is common to see employers recruiting
students studying for IT degrees.

Figure 8-34: Sample Employment

8.4.3.6 Study Method
As depicted in Figure 8-35 below, 64% of students studied on a part-time basis; there were
30% of students registered in another degree programme whilst continuing the OVU‟s DE
programme (Figure 8-36). However, data were not collected on the other degree programmes
for which students were registered, or the number of credits they took part-time, thus
hampering further analysis. The tutors stated that they believed that most of these students
were full-time internal students of other state universities seeking better opportunities
through an ICT degree from the OVU.
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Figure 8-35: Sample Study Method

Figure 8-36: Sample Registration in Other Programmes

8.4.3.7 Income
Figure 8-37 presents the income distribution of the sample. Even though the questionnaire
expected the respondents to fill in household income, it was observed and verified that some
employed respondents had stated their own salary instead of the household income.
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Figure 8-37: Sample Income

The median income was Rs.34,376 and 34% of respondents earned more than Rs.40,000
(about £225) a month. This is not surprising as the IT profession is one of the best paid
professions in Sri Lanka. In fact,
[a]s employees gain in experience, salaries go up faster in the IT sector followed by
the non-IT sector. Management Information Systems/IT Management, Project and
Programme Management and Solutions and Technical Architects Job categories
command the highest levels of salaries. Highly experienced professionals, with over
8 years of experience in any of the above job categories, can command between
Rs.100,000 [£550] and Rs.300,000 [£1650] per month [information in brackets
added].
(Sri Lanka Information and Communication Technology Agency 2007, p22)
Comparing this income to the mean Sri Lankan household income of Rs.36,451 (about
£200), and the median household income of Rs.23,746 (about £135) (Department of Census
and Statistics Sri Lanka 2011a), it is clear that many respondents were from higher-income
families. Even if the median household income is considered to be Rs.25,000, then 63% of
the students are from households earning more than the median household income. It should
also be noted that in instances where the respondents have mentioned only their own salary,
there could be others in the household who also contribute to the household income.
The programme fee of Rs 200,000 or Rs 215,000 payable in 3 instalments is higher than that
of other comparable courses offered by state universities; for example, the Bachelor of
Software Engineering programme offered by the Open University of Sri Lanka (OUSL)
charges only Rs.180,000 (about £1000) and the entire tuition fee is payable in 6 instalments
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over 3 academic years (The Open University of Sri Lanka 2010). Unlike the OVU
programme, the OUSL programme offers face-to-face sessions, lab classes and most of all
library facilities for students. It could be speculated that students from higher income
families are more likely to register in OVU‟s programme as it is more costly. Students
enrolling for HE in Sri Lanka were observed to be mainly from the higher income classes
(Uturupane, Millot et al. 2009); this observation is also consistent with developed countries
such as the US (US Department of Education - National Centre for Education Statistics
2008).
8.4.3.8 Summary
The OVU‟s DE programme offers about 90 places (a year) for HE in the field of IT, and
both freshly qualified GCE A/L students as well as employed have embraced this
opportunity. The majority of those who have gained access to HE through this programme
are in the 20-25 year age group, unmarried male students from the Western Province with
above median household income.

8.5 Increasing Opportunities
4. What are the strengths and constraints of the DE system implemented?
h. What are the difficulties faced by students in participating in these programmes?
Overcoming the resistance exerted by student movements and some traditional academics
and implementing a DE programme in the conventional OVU in itself is a significant
achievement that has opened more opportunities for students. By offering an online degree
the OVU has taken a great risk, as this is a totally new concept to Sri Lanka and had only
been implemented by one other university at the time of inauguration of this programme.

8.5.1 Difficulties
Many problems faced by students on the OVU‟s online programme were identified during
qualitative interviews. Some respondents also used the space provided in questionnaires to
state the difficulties they faced.
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Lateral Entry and Lateral Exit
The programme was designed to allow lateral entry and lateral exit. However, up to the time
of writing, lateral entry was not permitted as the academic standards of other institutes‟
qualifications had not been assessed for acceptance. Theoretically the introduction of lateral
entry and lateral exit allows flexibility and can cater for a bigger student body. At the
moment the University is evaluating the possibility of allowing lateral entry (Box 8-61).
[T]here has been a request from a government technical institution they provide a 2 year IT
diploma for A/L qualified people. So those who have that diploma they have requested
whether they can come in to a higher stage in our degree programme without starting from
the very beginning. This is evaluated. In principle this is something that we wanted to have
in our system. Lateral entry. So far it was not [...] Now the idea is that [to] see whether we
can allow people with another qualification to come in.
Box 8-61: A Highly Placed Official at the CDL

Advertising
Some students of the OVU‟s DE programme strongly believed that there was a need for
advertising to inform more students. For example, see Arjuna‟s quote in Box 8-62.
I think it is nothing but advertising. Another
thing is people would consider the
competency of graduates of this programme.
I don’t think there is any issue. When you say
xxxxxxx everyone likes to get admitted there.
Even I came because of that. Even though the
name is there you still need advertising.
Box 8-62: Arjuna-23Y-M-Colombo

Arjuna further thought that it was important to satisfy graduating students, so that there
would be goodwill and personal recommendations. He also acknowledged that anybody
would be delighted to enter OVU, and that this was the reason for him joining the
University. In fact, OVU would definitely benefit from some advertising on its DE
programme. Private institutes offering comparable degree programmes such as the
Informatics Institute of Technology (IIT), the Asia Pacific Institute of Information
Technology (APIIT) and National Institute of Business Management (NIBM) are employing
aggressive marketing campaigns in order to attract students, while OVU only publishes a
notice in newspapers when calling for applications.
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8.5.1.1 Internet Access and Other Resource Access
Accessing the Internet is of utmost importance for the students because all materials and
support for this online programme is provided via MoodleTM. Not being able to access it,
even for a few days, could hinder students‟ progress as they would be unable to participate in
ongoing discussions or could miss assignment deadlines. In the programme handbook it is
clearly mentioned that students who register for this online programme are required to have
ready access to the Internet. The tutors stated that before registration they advised students to
be certain that they had an Internet connection with a good speed that they can access
frequently; further they stated that after the programme commenced, students‟ complaints on
inability to access the Internet would not be considered a valid excuse for non-performance.
Even though all students who participated in interviews had home Internet connectivity at
the time of conducting interviews, many of them had used NACs and other public access
services initially. Therefore, it was possible for them to recall the difficulties they had faced
and relate to students who do not have home Internet connectivity.


Difficulties in using Internet-cafes

Employed students were only able to access the Internet out of working hours (mainly late in
the evening or at night) and over the weekend, but many Internet-cafes were closed late in
the evening and some did not provide services over the weekend. On the other hand, even if
the Internet-cafes were open till late, the public transport services outside the Colombo area
are almost nonexistent after 8.00pm. For example, Charith explained why it was difficult to
use an Internet cafe (Box 8-63).
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Box 8-63: Charith-25Y-M-Matara



Cost

Students were bearing travel expenses and printing costs as well as Internet connection
charges. At NACs printing was provided free of charge for first-year students, and at a
concessionary rate for the others, if students used their own paper. The issue of printing
materials was presented earlier when discussing whether ICTs have reduced costs (see Box
8-2 and Box 8-3). OVU pays Rs.15,000 (about £84) per student per annum for the NAC
facility. This amount is recovered from student fees and even the students who never used
NACs were paying this amount. Even though students considered NAC services to be “free
of charge” (Box 8-67), in real terms they were paying for these services.


Time

Many students complained of traffic blocks and the lack of a reliable public transport
service. As a result, students visiting NACs or Internet-cafes spent a considerable amount of
time in transit. For example, Nirodha described his experience (Box 8-64).
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Box 8-64: Nirodha-24Y-M-Colombo



Quality of the Internet connection

The speed of connection was a major issue for students who accessed the Internet through
Internet-cafes and they faced problems when downloading material (especially videos) from
the LMS. Tutor interviews revealed that most of the time it was the students accessing from
Internet-cafes who complained of problems with downloading materials (Box 8-65). As
discussed in Chapter 4, Williams, Spiret, et al. (2012) also reported users' perceptions of
delays in downloading.

Box 8-65: Lasanthi and Madhavi-Tutors



Non-availability of Library resources

In Box 8-28 and Box 8-29 students described the difficulty of finding library resources that
were relevant and up-to-date for their course. Students who were able to afford to buy books
or membership at the British Council libraries located in Colombo and Kandy were at an
advantage because the other students were left with only freely accessible Internet resources
and course documents.
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8.5.1.2 Issues in Using NACs


Opening Times

According to students, NACs are only open during working hours from Monday to Friday
and closed at the weekend. Students, especially employed students, complained of the
opening hours of NACs. Even though this was stated as a problem, given sufficient
notification NAC staff did try to accommodate student requests and to open their centres at
the weekend. For example, Shanil sharing his experience of accessing the Internet using a
remote (Badulla) NAC mentioned:

Box 8-66: Shanil-29Y-M-Badulla

However, it was observed that the opening times of many NACs were not supportive for
employed students – more than a half of the population of the study.


Staff Competency

NACs are equipped with state-of-the-art facilities but the staff at the centres were sometimes
not trained to make maximum use of the available equipment. For example, Nirodha
described his experience of using a printing facility at the NAC and how he was unable to
obtain staff assistance (Box 8-67).

Box 8-67: Nirodha-24Y-M-Colombo



Limitations on Software Use

NAC computers are equipped with a set of software that has been selected to offer a good
service to its users. For the list of software available on NAC computers refer to Hettiaratchi
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(2009, p11). There are copyright issues with installing software, which are largely ignored
(either deliberately or due to ignorance) by many Sri Lankans. Students generally use pirated
versions of software on their computers mainly because they cannot afford original software
licensing fees. When students who were using NAC facilities wanted to use software other
than those that were installed, there was no such option. Thus, students who could afford to
acquire Internet connections left the NAC facilities; for example, Nirodha describes his
experience (Box 8-68) and Nishara discussed difficulties faced by other students (Box 8-69).

Box 8-68: Nirodha-24Y-M-Colombo

Box 8-69: Nishara-41Y-M-Kalutara



Limited Access Time

Even though there are 26 NACs only a few of them are in demand by students; so rules have
been imposed to allocate available time on a fair basis. According to Chandrasiri who was
using a NAC in Colombo, students were allocated one time slot per week. However,
according to his experience, when there were no users at the centre, even if a student had
already used up their quota, use of the facilities was permitted (Box 8-70).

Box 8-70: Chandrasiri-32Y-M-Colombo
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8.5.1.3 Course Fee
As demonstrated previously, the OVU‟s DE programme was more expensive compared to
the other similar programmes. Interview participants commented on the high cost comparing
it to similar programmes offered by for-profit Singaporean institutions in Sri Lanka (Box
8-71).

Box 8-71: Nishara-41Y-M-Kalutara

Even the students in the highest income category (>Rs.40,000 per month) felt that the
programme was too costly, and expressing his view on low uptake of the programme
Chandrasiri mentions:

Box 8-72: Chandrasiri-32Y-M-Colombo

8.5.1.4 Course Materials


Erroneous Materials

This DE programme is the first DE programme offered by OVU. All course materials were
prepared specifically for this programme and according to the University officials, materials
were quality-assured before being uploaded to the servers. However, students from the very
first cohort of the programme referred to many instances where they found the course
materials to be erroneous. For example, Nirodha described how he was confused as to
whether to believe materials he found on the Internet (from sites he believed to provide
accurate information - Box 8-73) or the course documents provided by the University. The
difficulties faced by DE students when faced with erroneous material is clear from Nirodha‟s
statement. This in fact ties the discussion back to Keegan‟s idea that “[a] bad course written
by one teacher which will be studied by 10000 students will do more harm than the oral
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instruction of the same teacher in class room” (Keegan 1994, p31); this shows the
importance of the quality of the material in DE.

Box 8-73: Nirodha-24Y-M-Colombo

Shanil mentioned another instance where students found a course note to be erroneous. He
was not happy with the way the University handled the situation when it was pointed out
(Box 8-74).


Substandard Materials

Students of the OVU‟s DE programme have discovered that some of their course notes were
copied from Wikipedia® (Box 8-6). They also complained of notes that were not properly
organized (Box 8-75) and quizzes that posed the same set of questions on each and every
attempt (Box 8-38).
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Box 8-74: Shanil-29Y-M-Badulla

Box 8-75: Chandrasiri-32Y-M-Colombo

Course materials were primarily provided as PDF files containing black-and-white texts.
Students have seen other interactive and easy-to-understand materials on the web. Charith
referred to one of the modules that provided multimedia content and how easy it was to
understand the lesson with the help of those materials (Box 8-76).
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Box 8-76: Charith-25Y-M-Matara

Box 8-77: Lasanthi and Madhavi-Tutors

Even the tutors felt that the learning materials required improvement (Box 8-77). However,
it is not an easy task designing and developing DE course materials with instructional
design. In fact, Andersson and Groulund (2009) reported it to be a major challenge for
developing countries.
8.5.1.5 Tutor Competency
The CDL has hired only a few full-time tutors with good degree level results to provide
online tutoring. These tutors were trained at a workshop on online tutoring and mentoring.
However, none of the students had a good impression of the service of these tutors. Some
students have interpreted this as incompetence on the part of the tutors (Box 8-78).
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Box 8-78: Charith-25Y-M-Matara

Shanil specifically mentioned that administrative matters were attended to and resolved by
tutors very quickly, but not the matters relating to academic or course materials (Box 8-79).
He also mentioned an instance where a tutor has not logged into the LMS for 2 weeks and
another where their queries regarding an assignment were not answered until the deadline
had passed.

Box 8-79: Shanil-29Y-M-Badulla

Although most people prefer immediate feedback, many students tolerate some delay
(Moore and Kearsley 2005). However having to wait two weeks for a response is
unacceptable given that the communication is facilitated electronically. But interviews with
tutors revealed that they were trying to answer queries “as soon as possible” and even if it
was forwarded to the examiner there would only be a delay of one to two days (Box 8-80).
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Box 8-80: Madhavi-Tutor

The CDL was also contacted to obtain a better understanding of why such long delays
existed in replying to questions (Box 8-81).

Box 8-81: A Highly Placed Official at the CDL

Even though the CDL and the tutors admitted that they were trying to reply quickly,
escalation and descent through the hierarchy did seem to take a long time. A mention of the
historical reason for the decision to only allow contact for the DE students with lectures
through the tutors would help understand the actual scenario behind the use of the tutors
hired by the CDL. When the University was about to offer this IT degree in distance mode,
students studying for a similar degree on campus resisted the initiative stating that the feecharging course would receive priority from their lecturers. Thus the University wanted to
avoid any clashes between student groups by not utilizing lecturers‟ services directly in
delivering the DE programme (Box 8-82). Thus, tutors were employed by the CDL to
interact directly with external students and act as a buffer between students and lecturers.
However, the poor communication between these layers has adversely affected the external
students.
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Box 8-82: A Highly Placed Official at the CDL

8.5.1.6 Technical Difficulties


Issues Using MoodleTM

Students accepted that MoodleTM was a good LMS but they have experienced some technical
difficulties with it. For example, there was a gap of about 15minutes between the LMS
server‟s time and the clock time. Since the links MoodleTM provided to upload assignments
could be configured to become unavailable at a given time, students working on a different
time on their clocks have had great difficulty in submitting assignments on time. Nirodha
described this problem:

Box 8-83: Nirodha-24Y-M-Colombo

Another such issue was uploaded files going missing or being corrupted. Shanil, a hard
working student, had failed one subject because his uploaded assignment was corrupted and
due to this he is unable to graduate with his cohort. In his own words:
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Box 8-84: Shanil-29Y-M-Badulla

Slow response of the LMS was another common problem that was experienced by students.
This could also be due to the slowness of the Internet connections that students use;
otherwise there were not many issues with the use of MoodleTM. Few other problems
experienced were:

Box 8-85: Nishara-41Y-M-Kalutara

Box 8-86: Chandrasiri-32Y-M-Colombo

Box 8-87: Arjuna-23Y-M-Colombo
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Box 8-88: Himali-28Y-F-Galle

One reason for not reporting many technical difficulties with the LMS could be due to the
high level of computer-related knowledge and the awareness of common ways of
troubleshooting possessed by these IT degree students.
8.5.1.7 Infrastructural Issues


Electricity Supply

Power failures and a sudden drop in voltages are common problems in Sri Lanka. Also, for
maintenance work the electricity supplier may switch off the power grid; the most common
period being an 8 hour maintenance period from 9.30 am to 5.30 pm. Many households with
computers do not invest in Uninterrupted Power Supply (UPS) devices (Box 8-89) and this
causes these computers to be more vulnerable to major difficulties caused by power
disruptions.

Box 8-89: Nishara-41Y-M-Kalutara

The availability of battery-powered computer devices, mainly laptops, is rare in Sri Lanka.
(As stated earlier, 10.6% households in Sri Lanka owned desktop computers while the
desktop or laptop ownership was 11.4%). Therefore the poor quality of power supply is of
great concern.


Non availability of ADSL Facility

ADSL connections are considered better than many other mobile broadband services, which
are also more expensive. However, as discussed earlier, the Sri Lanka Telecom is only able
to provide the ADSL facility to a very limited area around town centres. Therefore even
though one wishes to obtain an ADSL connection, the infrastructure may not support it.
Furthermore, there are some rural areas where none of the providers offer any service.
Nishara is working for the leading IT and telecommunication infrastructure and service
provider and expressed the view:
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Box 8-90: Nishara-41Y-M-Kalutara

8.5.1.8 Computer Skills
Students who completed questionnaires as well as students who participated in interviews
claimed to have a high level of computer skills. But tutors of the programme indicated that
they had seen students with poor computer skills (Box 8-58).
8.5.1.9 Awareness of Online Course
It was revealed from the interviews that some students who registered for this online
programme had done so assuming an online programme to be “easier to complete” than an
in-person course. Nirodha expressed how he thought it would be an easier path for a degree
(Box 8-91). As discussed already, the number of students continuing the programme at the
end of the 3 years is very low, only 36 students out of the 98 initial registrations. One reason
for such high drop-out rate could also be due to students‟ initial perception that an online
degree would be an “easy thing” to do but later realizing that this was not the case.

Box 8-91: Nirodha-24Y-M-Colombo

Also students who registered were not familiar with the concept of online learning. Recall
Arjuna explaining how they requested/demanded in-person classes at the beginning of the
course (Box 8-50).
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8.5.1.10 Issues of Recognition
Some students expressed their concern about a recent change in the UGC policy to
distinguish between internal and external degrees. They felt that at degree certificate
containing the word “external” would have drastically reduced prestige (Box 8-92).

Box 8-92: Nirodha-24Y-M-Colombo

8.5.2 Summary
In implementing the online distance education programme to increase opportunities for
higher education, OVU has overcome many barriers. Students of the online programme
faced many difficulties such as Internet and library resource access; issues with the use of
NACs; high course fee; erroneous and substandard study materials and poor communication.
Technical difficulties such as server failure, time differences, and corruption of uploaded
files were also reported. Power supply and the availability of ADSL services were some of
the infrastructural issues. The awareness of online course delivery, the lack of computer
skills (in very few cases) and concerns of recognition for the degree were issues that required
attention.
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9 Data Presentation, Analysis and Discussion –
Case 2 – Yellow Fields University
9.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the second case study of implementing distance education (DE)
utilizing ICTs. The case of Yellow Fields University (YFU) is discussed in this chapter.
Similar to the previous case study presentation, research questions are posed and answered
systematically.

9.2 Background
1. How have ICTs been introduced to undergraduate DE programmes in contemporary Sri
Lanka?
b. How have these been implemented by the state universities providing DE
undergraduate degree programmes?
From the early days YFU has been a DE provider and it caters for a variety of learners with a
range of courses offered from certificate level to higher degree programmes. The Distance
Education Modernization Project (DEMP) has substantially increased the levels of resources
of YFU and financed the upgrading of some print-based courses to electronic media and the
implementation of a Management Information System.
Students registering for a course with YFU are automatically registered with the National
Online Distance Education Service (NODES) and this allows them access to NACs around
the country. YFU pays a fee of Rs.500 (about £2.70) per student for the NODES facilities.
This fee is included in the University‟s registration fee. Unlike the case of OVU, this fee is a
one-off payment. Thus YFU students enjoy the same facilities provided by the NODES at a
much lower cost than the students at OVU. In fact, for a three-year course when OVU
students pay Rs.45,000 (about £250), YFU students pay only Rs.500. (It must be noted that
most YFU programmes are blended programmes unlike the OVU‟s DE programme, thus
only requiring limited resources from NODES servers.)
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9.2.1 Course Development and Delivery
Having been an Open and Distance Learning (ODL) provider for many years YFU has welldefined procedures for course development. In the late 1990s, a grant for implementing an
improved institution-wide process to design and deploy instructional material helped YFU to
implement institution-wide practice in material design and development. YFU courses are
developed in stages and a course team is responsible for the course development. The first
stage of course development is the demand analysis; after that a course team is formed. This
course team comprises people with different expertise: academic expert, educational
technology expert, audio visual and graphic experts, language editor, and subject editor are
some of the people included in a team. People who are responsible for the course delivery
are also part of the course team. This entire team is responsible for the design and
development of the course. When a course is developed, it needs to pass the development
testing in order to continue to the next phase. Development testing is where a sample of
lessons of the lessons developed is given to a prospective learner or learners to get their
feedback. The development of a course book at YFU takes 1-2 years. In general, YFU
programmes utilize face-to-face sessions (“day-schools”) to discuss course materials with
students. Unlike the case of OVU where students can only communicate with tutors, students
at YFU are able to meet their lecturers either face-to-face or online to clarify issues about
course materials. YFU does not employ a separate group of tutors, thus it is the same panel
of lecturers who conduct tutorials.
Online learning is not new to YFU as it has been in use there since 2003, albeit on a different
platform (“Manhattan”). A workshop on multimedia and eLearning by the Commonwealth
of Learning, organized by the Commonwealth Educational Media Centre for Asia (CEMCA)
was the stimulus for this effort (Commonwealth of Learning 2007). The attempt was largely
voluntary. This initial effort to introduce online learning provided communication and
resources sharing but not online delivery (Ranasinghe and Gamini 2010). In 2005, the
current MoodleTM online learning platform was first introduced to YFU (Jayatilleke 2010).
With assistance from the DEMP, YFU‟s online courses were formalized and mechanisms for
designing, delivering, and monitoring were introduced in 2008.
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Courses utilizing ICTs for delivery at YFU are of three types:


Supplementary online (no compulsory online component)



Blended online (around 20% compulsory online assessment)



Online plus (more than 20% compulsory online assessment)

Very few courses (only 3 by 2010) at YFU were online plus courses (Ranasinghe and
Gamini 2010); the majority of courses use ICTs to supplement traditional delivery methods
with some courses using a blended approach. A blended course consists of about 20% online
activities as opposed to a supplementary course that uses less than 5% (non compulsory)
online activities. This formula for online activities in supplementary courses allows students
who are unable to access the online component of a course still to be able to continue the
programme. There were 59 courses on the LMS on 31st December 2009 (Jayatilleke 2010).
With DEMP assistance, three different templates were developed and tested for the three
types of course mentioned above. A separate unit dedicated to educational technology is
responsible for creating templates, reviewing developed courses, uploading courses to the
NODES and supporting students with technical matters related to the LMS.
Students registered with YFU programmes having a MoodleTM presence (not all programmes
at the YFU has a corresponding MoodleTM course) are able to view weekly lesson plans
through the LMS and to access any resources uploaded. Digital submissions of assignments
are supported in online plus and blended courses. At YFU online discussion forums and chat
sessions are highly encouraged; in fact, one faculty (with 43 courses on MoodleTM at the
time of writing) has introduced a “virtual office hour” where the course lecturer is
guaranteed to be online for clarification through chat. However, lecturers have complained
that even with all these initiatives students are reluctant to participate in online activities
(Tantrigoda 2010).
All students entering YFU are required to take an English language course; exemptions are
granted for students who have achieved a pass in the A/L General English paper. An
important feature of YFU programmes is the allowance to study either in a local language or
English up to the 2nd year (or level 4) of a degree level programme. Levels 1 and 2
(foundation programme) are intended for students who have not qualified at the A/L
examination. The foundation programme and the first year of a degree programme (Level 3)
are conducted in all three language media (Sinhala, Tamil and English) to allow students
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who are used to the conventional system of study and have studied the school curriculum in
local languages, to have a smooth transition to English medium DE. From level 4 onward all
students study in the English medium. This contrasts with how programmes are conducted at
OVU, because degree courses there are conducted only in the English medium from the
beginning (equivalent to YFU‟s Level 3).

9.2.2 Summary
With assistance from the DEMP, YFU received substantial funding for upgrading its
facilities. Course development and delivery at YFU are formalized and there are strict
procedures in place for quality assurance. Online learning is used at 3 different levels:
supplementary online, blended online and online plus. Programmes at YFU are conducted in
local languages and English up to level 4 (second year in a degree), and thereafter it is
conducted only through English.

9.3 Student Perspective
This section explores YFU students‟ perspective of ICT-enabled DE programmes.
2. How are these initiatives [initiatives to introduce ICTs] perceived by the students of DE
undergraduate degree programmes?
c. What ideas and beliefs do students have about the introduction of ICTs to
undergraduate DE degree programmes?
YFU respondents were from four different degree programmes: science, ICT, engineering
and technology (degree programme names are withheld for anonymity). The number of
respondents from each programme is presented in Table 9-1.
Table 9-1: Respondents (programme-wise)

Not Stated
Science
ICT
Technology
Engineering
Total

Questionnaire
7
31
5
35
18
96
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Interviews
2
4
4
10

9.3.1 Why Introduce ICTs
Many students at YFU were excited about the online learning experience while some had yet
to try it out. But there were others who did not welcome such changes. Figure 9-1
summarizes YFU respondents‟ views on why ICTs were introduced by universities.

Figure 9-1: Why Universities Introduce ICTs

The majority of questionnaire respondents (86%) believed that the introduction of ICTs
would enhance quality and the student experience. 76% believed that ICTs would allow
disadvantaged students to be reached but strong disagreement was also observed from some.
For example, one respondent, even after marking “very strongly disagree” as his response to
the question, used the comments section provided in the questionnaire to voice his further
disagreement. [Note: Question 2:2f in the questionnaire was to rate the statement “to reach
disadvantaged students (for example, students in rural areas and disabled who find it difficult
to attend classes)” as a reason for introducing ICTs for university educational delivery.]:
Section 2:2f I disagree because rural areas do not have internet facility at all.
Box 9-1: A 24 year-old male student from Wattala

In fact, Bandula, an interview participant from a remote village in Hambantota, also
mentioned that other than the increase in mobile phone usage there was hardly any
improvement in his area with respect to ICTs (Box 9-2). As of 2010, Bandula‟s village was
not serviced by any of the Internet service providers. Furthermore he raised issues such as
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the ability to afford technology, availability of equipment and knowledge of how to use
technology that are discussed later in the chapter.

Box 9-2: Bandula-29Y-M-Hambantota

Three quarters of respondents agreed that ICTs would allow making learning materials
available 24/7; only 57% agreed that ICT was a cost-cutting mechanism. There were strong
supporters, strong opponents and assertive interview participants with respect to ICT as a
cost-cutting mechanism. For example, Kamani was a strong supporter who remarked that:

Box 9-3: Kamani-28Y-F-Gampaha

On the other hand, Manu and Pulathisi, both full-time students at the University, were strong
opponents who argued that the introduction of ICTs would increase costs to students. Manu
is originally from Badulla (a distant town) now a boarder in Colombo to follow a YFU
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degree. Pulathisi is from the Western Province, but neither of them owned a computer. This
statement about the difficulties in acquiring physical connectivity to the Internet seems to
reflect their own experiences (Box 9-4).

Box 9-4: Manu and Pulathisi-23Y-M

Roshan, a software engineer had a different view:

Box 9-5: Roshan-24Y-M-Colombo

His understanding of technicalities in IT systems seems to have shaped his view. In fact,
Mason (1999) argues that in most cases technology becomes an added cost to the existing
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system. Bandula observed that there was readiness to use ICTs even at village level (Box
9-6).

Box 9-6: Bandula-29Y-M-Hambantota

However, Manu reiterated that many who would like to possess ICT resources were unable
to afford them (Box 9-7).

Box 9-7: Manu-23Y-M-Badulla

There was an unease felt by some interview participants about the introduction of ICTs for
their programmes. For example, during one conversation a participant voiced his fear of the
introduction of ICTs; he and his friends feared that the use of online facilities would hinder
the poor, with which category they identified themselves, in accessing education (Box 9-8).

Box 9-8: Manu-23Y-M-Badulla

The group interview revealed that it was not only this particular student who had this fear.
His friends too shared these concerns (Box 9-9).
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Box 9-9: Dinesh and Manu-23Y-M

They also tried to justify why introducing online education would not be beneficial. For
example, one participant argued that a student following an online course would only have a
“limited range of knowledge” because he is “not sharing his knowledge” (Box 9-10).
Conversely, students in this group conversation identified online learning to be a medium for
“knowledge sharing”, especially with students at foreign universities (Box 9-11). The
conflict of ideas presented seemed to demonstrate the internal conflict and desperation to
reject the use of ICTs for educational delivery at YFU.
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Box 9-10: Dinesh-23Y-M-Colombo

Box 9-11: Pulathisi and Manu-23Y-M

In another instance, the same participant declared that a student studying online would
become selfish while his colleagues discussed how an online learner would lack social skills
(Box 9-12).

Box 9-12: Dinesh and Manu-23Y-M

However, not everyone at YFU was opposed to the introduction of online learning. Daham
welcomed the online facility because he thought that students who were too shy to ask
questions in public would benefit from the use of online forums (Box 9-13).
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Box 9-13: Daham-23Y-M-Matara

In fact, Daham‟s point of view was corroborated by one of the lecturers from YFU who
shared her experience:

Box 9-14: Dr Savitri-Lecturer

It is also supported by Engler (2000) who acknowledged the participation of shy students in
asynchronous communications. The discussion so far has revealed that even though there
was strong opposition to the introduction of ICTs for course delivery at YFU, the actual
benefits of ICTs were also identified by some. The next section explores YFU students‟
views on ICT as a communication tool.
9.3.1.1 ICT as a Communication Tool
YFU has used ICT as a communication tool since the introduction of its earlier online
platform in 2003, to communicate information to students (Jayatilleke 2010). As can be seen
from Figure 9-2, the vast majority (97%) of respondents agreed that ICTs as a
communication tool improved communication and interaction. Respondents who disagreed
did not possess home Internet connections. It could be one reason for their disagreement
because if one has the Internet facility at home, a variety of applications can be used for
communication including emails, voice over IP communication (e.g. SkypeTM) as well as
social networking sites.

218

Figure 9-2: ICT as a Communication Tool

As seen in Figure 9-3, 86% of respondents agreed that ICTs have improved their interactions
with others on the course.

Figure 9-3: ICT to Interact with Others

When asked whether the use of ICTs have improved communication with course lecturers,
only 75% agreed. Email and the LMS were the most popular methods of contacting lectures;
few had used the telephone. However, only 39% of the respondents had ever contacted their
lecturers. This result was validated by a lecturer (Box 9-15).

Box 9-15: Mrs Bulegoda-Lecturer
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39% of respondents contacted administrators using ICTs; here again the majority of
respondents had used either the LMS or email. Daham commented how important ICTs were
as a communication tool for employed students (Box 9-16) and Bandula stated that it was
“the communication medium” between the programme administration and students (Box
9-17).

Box 9-16: Daham-23Y-M-Matara

Box 9-17: Bandula-29Y-M-Hambantota

59% of respondents agreed that ICTs as a communication tool was more useful for
administrators than for learners.
Respondents were given the opportunity to rate their preferred communication method to
contact fellow students in the programme.
Table 9-2: Preferred Communication Method

Method of communication
a. Phone (SMS or telephone call)
b. Email
c. Social networking sites (Facebook, Twitter,
Yahoo or Google Groups)
d. Moodle discussion forums
e. Meeting them face to face
f. Other: please specify

Preference (Rank)
1 2nd 3rd 4th 5th
32 38 10 8 1
3 21 19 23 8
st

7

8

27

15 11

4
50

11
16

13
3

14 27
2 10

Table 9-2 shows that in-person communication was the most preferred method among YFU
respondents, while SMS or telephone calls ranked second. Email and social networking sites
were also used but with a lower preference. This result was surprising because the students at
YFU were following courses at a distance but still preferred to meet their fellow students in220

person. Further investigation into this revealed that practical classes, library and computer
lab facilities at the University centres were the common meeting places for them. The
majority of engineering students (about 70%) were full-time students who regularly came to
study at YFU, thus meeting fellow students in-person. According to one of the lecturers, “all
serious students” lived or were boarded locally (Box 9-18). This could be another reason
why respondents preferred in-person meetings.

Box 9-18: Dr Gunadasa-Senior Lecturer

As can be seen from Figure 9-4, 82% of respondents agreed that ICTs were helping them to
actively engage in their study programme.

Figure 9-4: ICT for Active Participation

9.3.1.2 ICT as a Tool for Learning
As depicted in Figure 9-5, the large majority of respondents (90%) felt that face-to-face
learning was a superior experience.
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Figure 9-5: Is Face to Face Learning Superior?

Figure 9-6: Concerns about Quality/Acceptability

Figure 9-6 shows that 73% of the respondents were concerned about the quality/acceptability
of online degree programmes. Investigating this further (Table 9-3) revealed that only 60%
(3 out of 5 respondents) from the ICT programme had concerns of quality/acceptability of
online degrees; this programme was advertised as an “online plus” programme and it could
be because they were aware of online delivery that they were not much concerned. However,
the number of respondents from the ICT programme was very few.
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Table 9-3: Is Face to Face Learning Superior? (programme-wise)

Degree Programme
Science
ICT
Technology
Engineering
Not Stated

Agree
21
3
28
12
6

Disagree
10
2
6
4
1

Figure 9-7 shows that only 38% of respondents agreed that there should be equal recognition
for the same degree offered totally online and otherwise.

Figure 9-7: Same Recognition for Fully Online Degree Programmes

As can be seen from Figure 9-8, 74% of respondents believed that using electronic resources
for learning was important, as they are more up-to-date than books.
Table 9-4 elaborates this result and it can be seen that all respondents from the ICT
programme agreed. This is hardly surprising because they were registered on a software
engineering programme where technologies changed rapidly. Even the majority of
respondents in engineering felt that it was important to use electronic resources; conversely
only around 57% of respondents in science programmes felt the same.
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Figure 9-8: Electronic Resources more Up-to-date than Books

Many respondents in engineering were in full-time education and were spending a
considerable time at YFU premises – possibly in computer labs where they had access to
electronic resources. On the other hand, many science degree respondents were from the
regional centre and were in employment – possibly having little time to spend in computer
labs accessing electronic resources, thus not recognizing the wealth of knowledge available
in that form.
Table 9-4: Electronic Resources more up-to-date than Books (programme-wise)

Degree Programme Agreed %
ICT
100
Engineering
89
Technology
85
Science
57
Not Stated
71
A respondent registered on the technology programme commented:
When using printed notes the educational information we can gather is limited. For a
degree like Engineering it is needed to get lot of upto [sic] date information through the
Internet.
Box 9-19: A 25 year-old male from Badulla

Another respondent registered on an engineering programme stated:
Technology is changing each day so to keep abreast.
Box 9-20: A 21 year-old female from Colombo
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These comments show that these students were keeping themselves up-to-date by using
electronic resources.
64% agreed that learning with new technology was more fun than traditional methods. As
can be seen from Figure 9-9, three quarters of students (75%) thought that a thorough
knowledge of computing was required in order to use ICTs for learning.

Figure 9-9: ICTs for Education Require Thorough Knowledge of Computing

9.3.1.3 ICTs and Educational Access
Anytime Anywhere Accessibility
A course that is accessible online is theoretically available 24/7 and can be accessed from
anywhere. YFU respondents‟ views on the necessity of anytime and anywhere access are
summarized in Table 9-5.
Table 9-5: Anytime Anywhere Access (%)

Anytime Access (%)
Anywhere Access (%)

Required
84
71

Not Required
12
19

Not Stated
4
10

Some of the respondents‟ views about anytime access are presented in Table 9-6.
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Table 9-6: Reasons for Anytime Access

 If any obstacle is occurred due to social requirements, so ICT is important
 During the day time we have different work to be done. Therefore we can do our studies
at a time convenient for us
 In distance learning student should [be] free to learn. That is any time accessing [sic] to
course materials using technology. It is very, very important. Therefore we can save time
 Because there [are] main 3 regional centres. So we have to travel and waste time to go
and collect handouts for even one material.
o If you have printed course materials you can refer to it any time. ICT and internet not
available for ordinary people in SL like myself
o Not everyone has internet to use
It could be observed that some respondents did not feel that anytime access was a necessity.
These students did not possess computers and Internet connections at home and were
residing far from Colombo. For someone who does not possess a home Internet connection,
anytime accessibility of online course material has little meaning; instead printed material
can provide the same service as the student has very correctly mentioned.
Some comments received on anywhere access are presented in Table 9-7. Again students
who do not possess connectivity question the value of anywhere access that is one of the
superior aspects of online course materials, while others observe the benefits offered by this
access.
Table 9-7: Reasons for Anywhere Access

 We do not need to come to the university, can reduce transportation cost and time
consumed for that and that can be efficiently used for studying
 If someone have to visit at [sic] outstation or abroad it is comfortable to access in any
place
 There is no point in come [sic] to the university in every day. That is we can save the
time. In job place, at home and where ever we can access and we can get what we want
very easy
o How can you access from anywhere if internet connection is not available and
affordable?
As can be seen from Table 9-8, out of the 85 respondents who answered both questions on
necessity of anytime and anywhere access, 67 thought that both were required. There were
11 respondents who thought neither anytime access nor anywhere access was a necessity.
Their demographic details revealed that all of them were from outstations, mainly from
Matara. Questionnaires were distributed at YFU‟s main campus in Colombo as well as in a
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YFU‟s regional centre capturing these valuable responses. There were 6 females and 5 males
in this group with 6 teachers – one even teaching computing as a subject. The majority of
respondents in this group (9) were below 26 years of age. Out of these 11 respondents, 6
owned computers but only 3 of them had access to the Internet. Geographically they were
distributed mainly in the Southern part of Sri Lanka – 5 from Matara, 2 from Galle, one each
from Gampaha, Kalutara, and the rural districts of Hambantota and Monaragala.
Table 9-8: Anytime – Anywhere Access (number of students)

Anywhere
Access

Required
Not Required

Anytime Access (number of students)
Required
Not Required
67
0
7
11

Access to Rural Students
As can be seen from Figure 9-10, three quarters of respondents agreed that using television
or radio for educational programmes was a good method to easily reach many people.
Disagreement was mainly due to the non availability of recording facilities, which meant that
students had to be watching/listening to programmes in real time.

Figure 9-10: Using TV or Radio for Educational Programmes

The majority of respondents (80%) agreed that using online learning and computer-based
learning could limit students who were unable to afford them. At the same time, 81% agreed
that using ICTs as an optional means of study would be a better approach.
Even though there were students living far from Colombo with difficulties in accessing
physical ICT resources, some students from Colombo were not aware of this. For example, a
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20 year-old male from Wijerama-Colombo 7 (considered to be the residential area for the
wealthiest in the country) wrote in his questionnaire:

Box 9-21: A 20 year-old male from Colombo (Wijerama)

A lecturer had concerns about incorporating compulsory components into the curriculum
mainly because of the difficulties faced by some rural students in gaining access to
computers (Box 9-22).

Box 9-22: Mr Ran-Lecturer

9.3.1.4 ICT and English Knowledge
Respondents from YFU considered good English ability to be very important. For example,
Kamani felt that knowing English is a requirement to live in Sri Lankan society (Box 9-23).

Box 9-23: Kamani-28Y-F-Gampaha

YFU respondents‟ self-reported level of English varied between excellent and poor with one
respondent identifying his speaking ability to be very poor (Figure 9-11).

Figure 9-11: English Language Ability (%)
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Students seemed more competent in reading and listening rather than in writing or speaking.
Many interview participants thought reading and comprehension were more important for a
DE programme. For example, Lasith thought one must have good ability in English to read
and understand books (Box 9-24).

Box 9-24: Lasith-27Y-M-Kalutara

All Colombo students had an average or above average English ability in all four language
skills, except the one student who self-reported to be very poor in speaking (Table 9-9). In
fact, Bandula‟s quote in Box 9-25 describes why this was so. Furthermore, a study
conducted in the OUSL has revealed that access to its programmes conducted in English
language medium was highly skewed towards the metropolis and that student success on
these programmes was significantly correlated with the learner‟s proficiency of the English
language (Vidanapathirana and Gamini 2009).
Table 9-9: English Language Ability Colombo Students vs Other Students (%)

%

Excellent

Good

Average

Poor

Very Poor

C = Colombo
O = Other

C

O

C

O

C

O

C

O

C

O

Reading
Listening
Writing
Speaking

25
25
25
15

28
27
13
5

50
55
40
30

41
33
40
33

25
20
35
55

27
39
37
41

0
0
0
0

4
1
9
19

0
0
0
0

0
0
0
1

Box 9-25: Bandula-29Y-M-Hambantota
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Bandula‟s statement was corroborated by a lecturer who added:

Box 9-26: Mrs Bulegoda-Lecturer

The English language ability of respondents in different programmes did not produce
discernable patterns. Therefore, the important observation from the above discussion is that
there is a considerable difference between the English language skills of respondents from
Colombo and from other districts.
As shown in Figure 9-12, nearly three quarters of the students (73%), agreed that using
computers and electronic resources for learning was difficult if one was not competent in
English.

Figure 9-12: Learning with ICTs and English

24% of respondents disagreed with this; for example, Roshan thought that English was not
so difficult to learn. For him, there was no excuse for anyone because everyone had been
studying English up to A/L and “13 years [wa]s more than enough”.

Box 9-27: Roshan-24Y-M-Colombo
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Daham also thought that English competence should not be a problem and he justified his
position with facts and examples (Box 9-28). These two quotes (Box 9-27 and Box 9-28)
again depict the division between Colombo students and others, especially regarding the
level of empathy they have for students with a lower level of English ability. Roshan from
Colombo seemed to think that all students in Sri Lanka enjoyed the same educational
opportunities that he had in Colombo. Daham was more pragmatic in assuming students who
had passed the English course would have sufficient knowledge for their degree.

Box 9-28: Daham-23Y-M-Matara

As can be seen from Figure 9-13, 56% of respondents were concerned that the use of
computers and electronic resources could affect their learning due to the lack of local
language content.

Figure 9-13: Concern on the Non-availability of Local Language Content
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Table 9-10: Concern on Non-availability of Local Language Content (programme-wise)

Degree
Science
ICT
Engineering
Technology

Agreed %
72
60
50
42

Table 9-10 shows the percentage of respondents who thought that the non-availability of
local language content could affect their learning (according to degree programme). The
majority (72%) from the science programme were concerned about this while only half of
the engineering students were worried; however their English language ability was not
correlated with this result.
9.3.1.5 Summary
The introduction of ICTs was intended to improve quality and the student experience. Some
students believed that ICTs would reach disadvantaged students while others did not believe
this would be the case in reality. ICTs as a cost-reduction mechanism was strongly believed
as well as strongly disbelieved to be a key factor in its use. Students who lacked sound
economic backgrounds feared the introduction of ICTs would increase course fees, thus
making them unaffordable.
There was general consensus that ICTs improved communication and interaction; however
meeting in-person for communication was the most preferred method by YFU respondents.
Students were more conservative when ICTs were considered as a tool for learning. Despite
accepting the necessity of electronic resources for learning, students were reluctant to
recognize a degree earned online to be equivalent to a degree earned in-person. There were
concerns about the quality/acceptability of online programmes.
Anytime anywhere accessibility of materials was seen as a major advantage by students who
possessed Internet connectivity. Using online and electronic resources for learning was
believed to limit students who were unable to afford them.
The English language ability of students varied widely with students from Colombo
demonstrating a higher level of English proficiency. It was again evident that students from
Colombo were less empathetic to students from rural areas who struggled with English.
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More than a half the students were concerned that the inadequacy of local language
resources could affect their learning.

9.3.2 Utilizing ICTs for Learning
This section presents the ways in which students used ICTs to engage in their study
programme.
2. d. How do they utilize ICTs to engage in their learning programmes?
None of the respondents at YFU were registered on “online plus” programmes. Although
advertised as an “online plus” programme, the ICT programme conducted “day-schools” and
assignments were only accepted in hard copy; thus it could be considered a blended online
programme. All other programmes were supplementary online. Students for the ICT
programme were actively selected from applicants while entry was open for all other
programmes.
As depicted in Figure 9-14, printed course notes were the most frequently used; library
resources too were often used. Websites, search engines, and digital copies of lecture notes
were also used but online discussion forums, TV or Radio programmes, and electronic
journals and databases were rarely used.

Figure 9-14: Resource Use
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9.3.2.1 Discussions
Less than a quarter of respondents utilized online discussion forums. As seen previously in
Table 9-2, YFU respondents‟ preferred method for communication with colleagues was
meeting in-person; this could be a reason why the respondents were not utilizing online
discussion forums but instead clarified issues by discussing them in-person with their
colleagues as Dinesh had mentioned (Box 9-10). However, there were respondents from
distant locations, who utilized discussion forums to ask their lecturers questions. For
example, Maneesha explained how discussion forums helped her in distance study (Box
9-29).

Box 9-29: Maneesha-24Y-F-Kandy

Dr Gunadasa, a senior lecturer, felt that students were happier to meet him rather than using
the LMS to communicate. This was corroborated by Daham who mentioned that he did not
feel the need to use the online facility to contact lecturers as he was visiting the campus
anyway at the weekends (Box 9-30).

Box 9-30: Daham-23Y-M-Matara

Lecturers explained the reasons for students‟ reluctance to participate in discussion forums.

Box 9-31: Mr Ran-Lecturer
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Dr Gunadasa felt that the low level of participation in discussions was not attributable to the
level of English but rather a culturally-bound habit of asking questions privately not publicly
(Box 9-32).

Box 9-32: Dr Gunadasa-Senior Lecturer

Dr Gunadasa was teaching a subject area that had many equations and as their instantiation
of MoodleTM editor did not support equation editing, he felt it was another reason for his
students to be reluctant to use MoodleTM discussion forums.

Figure 9-15: Contribution to Discussions

As can be seen from (Figure 9-15), contributions to discussions were low; only 5% of
respondents contributed to almost all discussions. 26% of respondents had never contributed
to a discussion and another 21% were not even aware of discussions. Table 9-11 shows that
only ICT students actively participated in online discussions. From the above it can be seen
that online discussions were not popular among YFU respondents.
Table 9-11: Participation in Online Discussions (programme-wise %)

Degree

Almost all

Science
ICT
Technology
Engineering

0
40
7
6

Several
10
60
35
31
235

Rarely

Never

Not aware

14
0
16
19

45
0
16
38

31
0
26
6

Not all respondents were able to meet colleagues in person to discuss matters. They
preferred telephone conversations because their colleagues were almost always in transit. For
example, Bandula described his experience (Box 9-33):

Box 9-33: Bandula-29Y-M-Hambantota

Thus it was the telephone facility that helped respondents to be in contact with colleagues.
9.3.2.2 Electronic Resources and Library Resources
YFU students received all course notes in print with additional text books for reference;
uploaded notes, handouts and presentations were resources they sometimes received in
digital format. As can be seen from Table 9-12, 70% of the respondents preferred print; only
a few preferred video or digital forms of materials.
Table 9-12: Preferred Medium

Medium

Number of Students

%

Print
Video
Digital
Audio
TV broadcast

61
16
6
3
2

70
18
7
3
2
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YFU library at the main campus has a vast collection of resources including electronic
resources. Regional centres hold a small collection of audio and video tapes and books
relating to programmes offered at the centres. YFU library was often used by students but
regional centre resources were reported to be under-used. One reason for this could be the
fact that regional centre resources contain mostly reference materials, which students have to
access on the premises and cannot borrow. Another possibility is that for many students the
location of the nearest centre may still be a significant distance away.
Respondents were aware of electronic resources but they had issues in accessing such
resources (Box 9-34). For example, Manu and Dinesh described why they could not access
YouTubeTM to search for videos on product design (Box 9-35).

Box 9-34: Pulathisi-23Y-M-Gampaha

Box 9-35: Manu and Dinesh-23Y-M

Mr Ran, a lecturer, used MoodleTM Wikis for group projects because of its facility to keep
track of individual participation; he had noticed that his students were exchanging ideas and
materials using other platforms. He was displeased to learn about the University policy of
blocking some sites and thought that the University should “come up with better solutions”
to the problem of limited bandwidth.
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Box 9-36: Mr Ran-Lecturer

Respondents who used electronic resources were aware of the credibility issue of
information sources. For example, some of the interview participants, especially from the
ICT programme, named specific sites that they would use instead of reading through pages
from any site that appeared on a Google search.
9.3.2.3 Assignments
The ICT programme was supposed to have online assignment submission but due to
technical issues (at the time of writing) it had not been implemented. Lasith from the ICT
programme felt that online assignment submission would be a huge advantage for employed
students (Box 9-37).

Box 9-37: Lasith-27Y-M-Kalutara

Other programmes such as engineering or science only accepted traditional hardcopy
assignments. Many of the YFU programmes utilized anti-plagiarism practices. For example,
engineering students received assignments that were customized according to their
registration numbers making it difficult to copy from another student (Box 9-38).
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Box 9-38: Manu-23Y-M-Badulla

One of the lecturers from YFU said that he did not mind students copying from somewhere
as long as one understood what one had copied; nevertheless he tried to minimize such
incidents by introducing a viva component to the assignment where each student had to
justify his/her work.

Box 9-39: Mr Ran-Lecturer

However, students were aware of methods of copying, while still presenting the materials as
their own. Manu described two such methods but thought that allowing students to copy an
assignment was a deficiency of the course (Box 9-40).

Box 9-40: Manu-23Y-M-Badulla

Roshan from the ICT programme strongly believed that information should be freely
available and usable by anyone (Box 9-41). It would appear that these respondents did not
consider plagiarism to be a serious concern.
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Box 9-41: Roshan-24Y-M-Colombo

Respondents utilized web resources to find information required for assignments. Pulathisi
acknowledged how the Internet had helped them with information for assignments (Box
9-42).

Box 9-42: Pulathisi-23Y-M-Gampaha

Some programmes used online quizzes as a form of evaluation. Maneesha spoke highly of
her experience with an online test (Box 9-43).

Box 9-43: Maneesha-24Y-F-Kandy

A lecturer mentioned how he had been prepared for network failures and connection issues
when he was conducting online quizzes, as the system was not 100% reliable (Box 9-44).

Box 9-44: Mr Ran-Lecturer

Maneesha and 2 others faced difficulties while submitting an online quiz and had to repeat
the exam (Box 9-45).
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Box 9-45: Maneesha-24Y-F-Kandy

Even after having to repeat the exam, Maneesha was still pleased about having experienced
an online exam, an opportunity she would otherwise not have had.
9.3.2.4 Summary
YFU students used printed material and library resources extensively. They were reluctant to
participate in discussion forums; instead they used in-person or telephone discussions. YFU
programmes customized assignments for individual students, reducing the incidence of
plagiarism. Other methods such as incorporating a viva were also used. Both students and
lecturers seemed to believe that as long as one understood what was being written, copying
was not a major issue. Online quizzes were used for evaluations; however some students
faced difficulties with these due to the lack of system reliability and in some instances
students had to re-sit an exam.

9.4 Gaining Access to Education
This section first examines why students enrolled on YFU programmes and then explores
their readiness with respect to skills, motivation and resources.
3. How has the YFU programme influenced „access‟ to HE?
e. Why have students enrolled on YFU programmes?

9.4.1 Why Select Distance Education
Respondents had selected YFU programmes for various reasons (Table 9-13).
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Table 9-13: Reasons for External Degree (%)

Reason
I wanted a part time course that can accommodate my other commitments
I wanted to study independently in my own time
The fees for this course is affordable
There is a regional centre/ private tuition class that supports learners
I do this course partly or wholly because of the use of ICTs in teaching
Difficulty / an unwillingness to attend regular classes
I did not get my preferred university at the university selection
I did not get my preferred course at the course selection
I won a scholarship that covers my course fees for this course

%
64
62
59
54
51
44
42
27
20

The majority of respondents had selected YFU programmes due to flexibility. The option of
independent study and the affordable course fees were also reasons for the selection of YFU
programmes. 54% of respondents had selected the programme because of the availability of
regional centres. The non-availability of their preferred course or university seemed to have
had very little impact on their selection of programme. However, in interviews it emerged
that the failure to gain a place in the conventional state university system had in fact been an
important reason for the selection of DE at YFU.
9.4.1.1 Affordable Course Fee
Affordable course fees was another important reason for selecting YFU courses (Box 9-46).

Box 9-46: Kamani-28Y-F-Gampaha

For Kamani, affordability of the course fee was the main reason for selecting the ICT
programme; for Lasith and Bandula, too (Box 9-48, Box 9-50), the course fee was a decisive
factor.
9.4.1.2 No Previous Opportunity for University Education
There were many students who joined YFU because they had failed to gain a place at the
state university system after finishing the allowed 3 attempts at the A/L examination. For
example, Maneesha was unable to secure a place and selected to pursue her HE at YFU (Box
9-47).
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Box 9-47: Maneesha-24Y-F-Kandy

These were some reasons stated in questionnaires by respondents in similar circumstance.
Table 9-14: Reasons for the Selection of DE





Not enough GCE A/L marks to enter any other university
I could not get into a traditional university and due to economic difficulty I did not
have any other place to get a higher education
Being unable to attend traditional government university and also this is the only
institute that allows higher education with minimum fee

Thus it can be seen that many students who were denied access to conventional state
university education due to the lack of places, had selected YFU as an alternative in order to
pursue HE.
9.4.1.3 Flexibility
There were respondents who originally had places at state universities, but had dropped out
of the state university system; Bandula faced economic difficulties, which led him to
abandon his course in order to support his family, while for Daham it was a lucrative job
opportunity that was too good to be turned down. Now more economically stable, Bandula
wanted to pursue a HE (Box 9-48). Envisioning more prospects with a degree qualification,
Daham is also pursuing his HE (Box 9-49). Thus, it can be seen from the evidence so far that
YFU has not only extended educational opportunities to those who were excluded from the
conventional state university system, but also to those who had the opportunity but either
could not pursue or could not complete a degree in the
education for some reason.
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conventional state university

Box 9-48: Bandula-29Y-M-Hambantota

Box 9-49: Daham-23Y-M-Matara

Lasith on the other hand had completed an IT diploma in 2003, but had not studied further to
complete his degree. Recognizing the importance of a degree, now he is following the ICT
programme at the YFU and he too acknowledged the affordability of the ICT programmes.

Box 9-50: Lasith-27Y-M-Kalutara
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One respondent had selected the ICT programme especially because it had an arrangement
with the Sri Lanka Association of Software and Services Companies (SLASSCOM) to
provide industrial placements for students completing the programme. Many of these
industrial placements could be converted to employment opportunities. Therefore, for
Roshan it was an important determinant in selecting this programme.

Box 9-51: Roshan-24Y-M-Colombo

9.4.1.4 Summary
Flexibility and the affordability of programmes were important determinants in selecting
YFU programmes. The guaranteed industrial placement opportunity in the ICT programme
was also seen as an important reason. Many students in YFU programmes were denied
access to state university education due to the lack of places, but there were also students
who were on their second attempt to gain a HE.
The next section explores the readiness of learners with respect to skills, motivation and
resources (here resources are the physical availability of computers with access to the
Internet)

9.4.2 Readiness of the Learners
3.
f. How well are they prepared for these programmes with respect to skills, motivation
and resources?
9.4.2.1 Skills
Self Study
Self-study skills are essential in a DE programme because most of the time learner engages
with course materials on their own. As none of the programmes were conducted fully online
or fully in distance mode at YFU, students were able to receive guidance from their lecturers
(Box 9-52).
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Face-to-face sessions must be there! If we have
course coordinator‟s or lecturer‟s help and do
it that way we can gather more knowledge
Box 9-52: Manu-23Y-M-Badulla

Conversely there were respondents who preferred self-studying and found these “dayschools” a burden (Box 9-53).
I mean we have some “day-schools” pretty much like a lecture to sort out our problems or
difficulties. But I would suggest to cutting that out.
Box 9-53: Roshan-24Y-M-Colombo

Time Management
Time management is an important skill for a distance learner because most of the time they
are committed to other activities such as employment whilst continuing their studies on a
part-time basis. For example, Bandula commented that the greatest issue for him was the non
availability of time (Box 9-54).
The greatest issue is the non availability of time
Box 9-54: Bandula-29Y-M-Hambantota

However, the skill of effective time management can be difficult to build without help and
advice from a mentor; for example, Kamani has had problems with meeting deadlines for
submission of assignments. She therefore felt that some guidance was necessary for students
on improving time management skills (Box 9-55). She also identified learning skills to be of
great importance. In fact, as discussed in Chapter 3, in a KE, generic learning skills acquired
through education are invaluable (Castells 2000a; Dahlman and Utz 2005).

Box 9-55: Kamani-28Y-F-Gampaha
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English Language
Some respondents registered in YFU courses experienced problems due to their poor English
ability. Discussion thus far has shown that most of the students who were weak in English
came from rural areas. According to Bandula, it was mostly when one searched for
knowledge that language became a barrier (Box 9-56). However, as the contemporary labour
market greatly values the gathering, filtering and assimilation of knowledge from a wide
variety of sources, the lack of English language ability is also likely to hinder one‟s
employment prospect.

Box 9-56: Bandula-29Y-M-Hambantota

By being aware of their problem, respondents were effectively addressing it. For example,
there were 12 students attending private tuition classes, especially for grammar and spoken
English.
Computer Skills
The questionnaire listed 4 tasks, and the respondents‟ ability to accomplish those tasks was
interpreted as their computer proficiency. As can be seen from Figure 9-16, 83% of
respondents were able to create and manage files and folders on their own, while only 60%
were comfortable in using a search engine on their own. 9% of respondents had never used a
search engine; 5% had never sent an email with an attachment.
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Figure 9-16: Computer Proficiency (%)

The computer skills of respondents showed a significant relationship with their ownership of
computers in 3 out of the 4 tasks. Task 1 – “creating folders and managing files” did not
show any significant relationship with the ownership of computers. In fact, it is a basic task
that any novice computer user would learn at the very beginning. On the other hand, the
ability to accomplish Task 2, 3 and 4 – “using word processor software to create a
document”, “sending an email with an attachment” and “using a search engine to find degree
programmes offered by the National Online Distance Education Service” showed significant
relationship with ownership of computers (Table 9-15, Table 9-16, Table 9-17).
Table 9-15: Using Word Processor and Computer Ownership - Statistical Information

Owns a computer
Does not own a computer

Able to do
alone
56
15
71

Chi-square value
p value

Unable to do
alone
9
13
22
11.5
0.001

65
28
93

As can be seen from Table 9-15, by applying the Chi-squared test the two-tailed p value
obtained was 0.001. Hence the relationship between the ownership of computers and the
ability to use word processor software to create a document was statistically significant (at
1% level).
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Table 9-16: Sending Email with Attachment and Computer Ownership - Statistical Information

Owns a computer
Does not own a computer

Able to do
alone
51
13
64

Chi-square value
p value

Unable to do
alone
14
15
29
9.36
0.002

65
28
93

In Table 9-16, the two-tailed p value obtained after applying the Chi-squared test was 0.002.
Therefore, the relationship between owning a computer and the ability to send an email with
attachments was also statistically significant, at 1% level.
Table 9-17: Using a Search Engine and Computer Ownership - Statistical Information

Owns a computer
Does not own a computer

Able to do
alone
47
12
59

Chi-square value
p value

Unable to do
alone
16
15
31
7.61
0.006

63
27
90

As can be seen from Table 9-17, by applying the Chi-square test the two-tailed p value
obtained was 0.006 showing that the relationship between the ownership of computers and
the ability to use a search engine was again statistically significant, at the level of 1%. This
result is also illustrated in Figure 9-17.
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Figure 9-17: Ability to Use a Search Engine and Computer Ownership

This result can be linked to van Dijk‟s (2005) observation that usage differs according to
possession of resources. It is likely that respondents who owned computers had more time to
practice working on them, thus mastering the required skills, while respondents who were
using shared facilities were restricted by the availability of resources, thus hindering their
potential to improve their skills. In fact, this is highly likely to be the case because some
respondents have commented that searching the Internet consumed a considerable amount of
time (Table 9-18).
Table 9-18: Difficulties in Searching Internet

 When trying to find answers to questions there are so many results. Thus it is more
time consuming to filter out and read necessary stuff.
 When using internet and finding information there are lot of unwanted information
present than required information
Conole, de Laat et al. (2006) have also reported that some students felt that too much
information on the web was a disadvantage due to the time taken to filter the required
information. However, the students they interviewed had Internet connectivity, thus were
likely to be more familiar with searching the Internet. In the case of YFU students there are a
number of potential reasons for the increased time spent on searching:
1.

Students not having Internet connectivity at home, thus not much experience in
searching

2.

Low Internet connection quality taking unnecessarily long time for page content to
be loaded up
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3.

The lack of English language knowledge requiring more time and effort to
understand and filter search results

When there is only a limited time allocated, there is pressure to finish all work with the
computer within that time. On the other hand, if home Internet access is available, a student
can use the facility for longer and improve the skill of searching filtering and assimilating
information – thus effectively reducing future information searching time.
However, it is also worth noting here a different type of a comment made by one respondent.
“I have facilities but don‟t know how to use.”
This respondent was a 25 year-old female teacher from Badulla, possibly teaching in a
school with computer facilities, but lacking skills to make use of the available physical
resources. This appears to follow Warschauer‟s (2003) view, who argued that the minimally
invasive learning was not successful unless special educational aid was available.
Dr Gunadasa observed that the level of computer skills of the successive cohorts of students
had improved over the years (Box 9-57).

Box 9-57: Dr Gunadasa-Senior Lecturer

On the other hand, another lecturer observed a significant dropout rate in ICT-enhanced DE
programmes and doubted whether this was due to students‟ lack of knowledge and
experience with technology.

Box 9-58: Mr Ran-Lecturer
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The self-reported level of computer skills varied amongst the respondents. The instrument
used in this research listed 4 tasks and asked whether a respondent could accomplish them
on their own, with some help, had never tried them before, not sure whether they could or
whether they thought they could not. With this range of possibilities, it is likely that
respondents were able to represent their actual level in the questionnaire.
9.4.2.2 Motivation
Motivation is an essential quality for success in DE. The respondents who gained access to
HE on their second attempt (Daham, Bandula and Lasith), because they were unable to
complete the previously attempted course, were highly motivated to complete the course.
Respondents who longed for a HE but were unable to secure places in the conventional
university system (such as Maneesha) were also equally motivated.
Lecturers have observed that some of their students lacked motivation to engage with the
LMS and benefit from it. For example, Mr Ran described his efforts to motivate students to
use MoodleTM (Box 9-59).

Box 9-59: Mr Ran-Lecturer

Another lecturer had also observed that unless an incentive was offered students were
reluctant to use the online system. His efforts to get students involved in a supplementary
course had failed the previous year, and he was planning to offer his module with a
compulsory online component the next time (Box 9-60).

Box 9-60: Dr Gunadasa-Senior Lecturer
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However, this effort to get more students engaged through the introduction of compulsory
online components was not welcomed by students. Instead, students thought that they should
be allowed the freedom to select the media with which they wanted to work (Box 9-61).

Box 9-61: Daham-23Y-M-Matara

However, it is also worth noting that this particular student had never tried logging on to the
system.

Box 9-62: Daham-23Y-M-Matara

This shows that unless compulsory, some students would not be motivated to be actively
involved in online activities. However, making online activities compulsory could affect
learners who have difficulties in accessing, understanding or using the online system. Some
lecturers feared that introducing such compulsory components would discriminate against
rural students (Box 9-63).

Box 9-63: Mr Ran-Lecturer

He further stated that even though the designated “virtual office hour” chat sessions were
disappointing, students initiated spontaneous chat sessions asking questions about course
materials when he was online at about 10.00 pm at night.
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Box 9-64: Mr Ran-Lecturer

Unless a student has home Internet access s/he is unlikely to be in a chat session at that time;
this demonstrates the advantage of home Internet connectivity as well as the lack of
opportunity for those who do not have connectivity at home (Box 9-64).
9.4.2.3 Resources
Ownership of Computers and Printers
There were 7 student interview participants (out of 10) who owned computers while others
depended on the computer lab facility at YFU and felt that buying and maintaining a
computer was not affordable.
Figure 9-18 shows that 68% of the questionnaire respondents owned computers.
Considering the computer ownership of the country (11.4%) this is a significant figure. As
can be seen from Table 9-19 and Table 9-20, respondents from Colombo or even the
Western Province were much more likely to own computers than their counterparts
elsewhere. Applying the Chi-square tests, these were found to be statistically significant at
1% level.

Figure 9-18: Computer Ownership
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Table 9-19: Computer Ownership and Colombo Residency

Owns a
computer
19
45
64

Students from Colombo
Others
Chi-square value
p value

Does not own
a computer
1*
27
28
7.81
0.005

20
72
92

*Fisher‟s exact test was also performed on the data set as there was a small cell value and it too gave the same
results as the Chi-square test. This is not surprising as the expected value for each cell was >5
Table 9-20: Computer Ownership and Western Province Residency

Students from Western Province
Others

Owns a
computer
42
22
64

Chi-square value
p value

Does not own
a computer
8
20
28
10.8
0.001

50
42
92

In Sri Lanka computer ownership is mainly the prerogative of urban dwellers. For example,
in 2009 when the computer ownership in the country as a whole was only 11.4%, 23.6% of
urban households had computers; computer ownership in the Western province stood at 19%
(Department of Census and Statistics Sri Lanka 2009a) - see Appendix - T for other
statistics.
Table 9-21 shows that all ICT students owned computers, but only 45% of the science
students did. This is hardly surprising because ICT students were engaged in a software
engineering degree and were more likely to own their own computers. The majority of
engineering students and technology students, too, owned computers.
Table 9-21: Computer Ownership (programme-wise)

Programme
ICT
Not Stated
Engineering
Technology
Science

Computer
Ownership
5
6
15
25
14
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Computer
Ownership (%)
100
86
83
78
45

As can be seen from Figure 9-19, 40% of the respondents owned both a computer and a
printer. YFU students confirmed that printing material was very costly for them (Box 9-65).
As YFU provided printed course materials, not many complained of printing costs.

Figure 9-19: Printer Ownership

Box 9-65: Kamani-28Y-F-Gampaha

Opportunity to Use Computers
Figure 9-20 shows that the majority of respondents (82%) believed that buying and
maintaining a computer at home was expensive and this is in accordance with the survey
findings by the PANdora network (Jamtsho, Rinchen et al. 2010b). As can be seen from
Figure 9-21, 40% of the respondents used computers daily, with 83% using computers at
least once a week. However, there was one student who had never used a computer and
another one who did not want to use a computer. This can be mapped to van Dijk‟s (2005)
identification of “want-nots” – people who do not want to use computers or the Internet.
Both these respondents were registered on the Science programme; their demographic details
revealed that both of them were 24 year-old females (one from Matara, one from Galle). The
respondent who had never used a computer was a teacher. This finding was disturbing
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because a teacher who has never used a computer is unlikely to encourage his/her students to
use them.

Figure 9-20: Maintaining a Computer at Home

Figure 9-21: Frequency of Computer Use

When computer usage was categorized as „often‟ (more than once a week use) and „less
often‟ (combining other options), there was a significant difference (p value 0.02) in
computer use according to gender – males used computers more often than females (Table
9-22). However, no significant difference was observed in computer ownership between
genders, making it difficult to interpret this result. It could be because females were more
occupied with other activities and had little time to devote to using computers, or visiting
NACs. As the time students spent on the computer was not observed, it could also be that
females used computers less often because they travelled to NACs less often, but in fact used
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the computers for longer periods of time on the days that they visited. It is also worth
mentioning here that no difference was observed in computer skills between genders.
Table 9-22: Computer Usage and Gender

Male
Female

Often
35
18
53

Chi-square value
p value

Less often
17
23
40
5.123
0.02

52
41
93

Figure 9-22 shows that 36% of respondents believed that it was not essential to have access
to a computer for learning purposes, but the majority did believe that it was necessary.

Figure 9-22: Not Essential to Have Access to a Computer for Learning

Connectivity to the Internet
Only 5 student interview participants (out of 7 who owned computers) had broadband
Internet connectivity while another participant (who owned a computer) used a mobile phone
to access the Internet using GPRS. Other participants used the YFU‟s computer lab facilities
to access the Internet and none of them used NAC facilities due to various difficulties
(discussed later in the chapter). One interview participant from Kandy travelled to a regional
centre, via two bus rides which took at least 45 minutes (one-way), to access the Internet.
As can be seen from Figure 9-23, half of the questionnaire respondents accessed the Internet
from the educational institute and only 45% had home Internet connectivity. Nearly 35% of
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the respondents used the Internet facility from a library or public access point while a quarter
of respondents used Internet-cafes.

Figure 9-23: Access to the Internet

The researcher‟s previous work (Liyanagunawardena 2008) revealed how students who
owned computers but did not possess Internet connectivity overcame the barrier by
downloading course materials and saving recommended web resources page by page to be
accessed from home, while students who did not own computers downloaded and printed
them. As printing is expensive, one would have to choose the important sections of content
to be printed. Alternatively as Kamani (Box 9-65) has argued, one could convert the content
into a short-note for printing, requiring a trade-off between time spent on non-personal
computers (which time might cost money or have an overall limit) and the cost of printing.
Figure 9-24 shows the frequency of Internet access, which varied widely among respondents.
26% of respondents accessed the Internet daily while 29% accessed it several times a week.
7% of the students either never accessed the Internet or did not want to access it. This was
disturbing as the Internet has become one of the main sources of information in
contemporary society and discarding the Internet altogether could mean lost opportunities.
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Figure 9-24: Internet Access Frequency

As can be seen from Figure 9-25, 63% of the home Internet connections were broadband,
either ADSL or 3G mobile broadband.

13% were dial-up and nearly a quarter were

connected through GPRS. Figure 9-26 depicts home connectivity according to their
locations. 69% of home connectivity in Colombo was broadband while it was 59% in other
parts of the country. However, it is worth noting that 80% of Colombo respondents enjoyed
home Internet connectivity while only 49% of those living outside Colombo did, illustrating
the stark contrast of facility/resource distribution within the country.

Figure 9-25: Home Internet Connection Type
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Figure 9-26: Home Internet Connection Type and Location

As shown in Figure 9-27, the vast majority of respondents (89%) agreed that maintaining an
Internet connection for a home computer was expensive. This is slightly higher than the
number that agreed (82%) that it was expensive to buy and maintain a computer at home.

Figure 9-27: Maintaining Internet Access at Home

Figure 9-28 shows that 37% of respondents agreed that it was not essential to have access to
the Internet for learning.
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Figure 9-28: Not Essential to Have Access to the Internet for Learning

Software
None of the respondents had issues with accessing software required for their studies.
However, during the group interview it was revealed that respondents were not using the
NAC facility at the YFU main campus premises because it did not have some of the software
installed. As there were other YFU computer labs on the same premises, students were
happy to use these facilities.
9.4.2.4 Summary
Self-study skills were important for YFU students but they received a reasonable amount of
academic support through face-to-face sessions. Many students who identified their English
skills as poor, were attending private tuition classes. Computer skills varied widely among
YFU students. Students who owned computers were significantly better in accomplishing
the three “advanced” tasks of using word processor software, sending an email with an
attachment and using a search engine. All interview participants were highly motivated.
Having failed to attract students to voluntary supplementary online activities, lecturers were
planning to introduce compulsory versions.
Computer ownership was high among YFU students compared to the national average,
although it varied widely with the programme of study. Students from Colombo or the
Western Province owned a significantly higher number of computers than students from
elsewhere. Many students used computers at least once a week, but there was a considerable
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number of students who could be classed as „rare‟ users or „non-users‟; male students used
computers more frequently than their female counterparts (but no study of total time spent on
the computer was made). Connectivity to the Internet was mainly through YFU computer
facilities. Only about half of the students had home Internet connectivity. Most of the home
Internet connections were broadband; but nearly a quarter of homes depended on GPRS.
More than a quarter of students were either rare or non Internet users. A large majority of
students believed that maintaining an Internet connection to a home computer was
expensive.

9.4.3 Characteristics of Students
This section examines the characteristics of YFU students in order to address the question:
3.
f. What are the characteristics of students who have gained „access‟ to HE
by this initiative [introduction of the ICT-enabled programmes]?
The researcher only had access to demographic records for the ICT programme. Thus the
discussion here observes the characteristics of the ICT programme‟s student population
(referred to hereafter as the ICT population) and questionnaire respondents (a mix of
students from all 4 programmes), to identify possible characteristics of students who have
gained access to HE through the introduction of ICTs. The details from ICT programme
registration and details obtained through the questionnaire are juxtaposed to obtain a better
understanding. As the institution held no records of the income of students, this information
is solely based on the questionnaire data.
9.4.3.1 Gender
Registration details of the 2 most recent cohorts of ICT students are as follows:
Table 9-23: ICT Population Registration Details

Cohort

Registered Students

ICT 2009

53

Gender
Male
Female
40
13

ICT 2010

99
152

73
113

26
39

The ICT population‟s gender statistics are presented cohort-wise in Figure 9-29. Female
participation in the ICT programme was only 26%, but considering the female participation
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in the Sri Lankan IT industry, which is only 21%, this shows some hope of improvement in
gender equality. However, the sample consisted of 46% females.

Figure 9-29: ICT Population - Gender (cohort-wise)

Figure 9-30: Gender Distribution ICT Population and Sample

9.4.3.2 Age
The age distribution of the ICT population is presented in Table 9-24. This showed that the
majority of students were in the 26-30 age group but this was closely followed by the 20-25
age group. As can be seen from Figure 9-31, the age group 20-30 represented 72% of the
total population. This programme was mainly targeted at the A/L qualified individuals who
had gained other IT-related qualifications or work experience, and the age group of the
majority suggested that the primary target group had been the primary group recruited.
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Table 9-24: ICT Population Age (cohort-wise)

Cohort
ICT 2009
ICT 2010

Students according to age (at the time of registration)
<20
20-25
26-30
31-35
>35
0
14
22
7
10
0
38
36
13
12
0
52
58
20
22

Figure 9-31: ICT Population Age Distribution

Figure 9-32 compares the age of the ICT population and the sample. The majority of the
sample (73%), consisted of the 20-25 age group. Students for the ICT programme were
actively selected by YFU, whereas entry for all other programmes is free from barriers.
Since the University was actively selecting people with work experience and post A/L
qualifications, it is likely that the successful candidates were older than the free entrants, thus
resulting in this age difference.
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Figure 9-32: Age Distribution ICT Population and Sample

Figure 9-33 illustrates the geographic distribution according to cohorts (derived from
registered study centre) of the ICT population, and it shows that there is a large majority of
Colombo-based students. It is worthwhile noting the possibility that some students may have
moved to Colombo in order to participate in the programmes.

Figure 9-33: ICT Population Geographic Distribution (cohort-wise)

A comparison of the geographic distribution of the ICT population and the geographic
distribution of the sample is depicted in Figure 9-34. Students from the Western Province
formed the majority in both the ICT population and the sample. However, the sample had a
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considerable number of students from elsewhere. There are several plausible explanations.
Since the ICT programme recruited people with work experience in the IT industry it is
likely that these students are working in Colombo or the Western Province, because the IT
industry in Sri Lanka is mostly concentrated in these areas. Another possibility is that since
the ICT programme was advertised as an “online” degree, only the people who had ready
access to the Internet and computers applied, resulting in an over-representation of people
from the Western Province. On the other hand, questionnaires were distributed in two
locations: YFU‟s main campus in Colombo and YFU‟s regional centre in the Southern
Province. This may have resulted in capturing more responses from regional students,
especially from students of the Southern Province, in the sample.

Figure 9-34: Geographic Distribution ICT Population and Sample

9.4.3.3 Employment
The records of the ICT population‟s employment status held by the institution were
incomplete; however, the available data is represented in Figure 9-35. It is however difficult
to compare the ICT population with the respondent sample, because the majority in the
population had not revealed their employment status.
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Figure 9-35: Employment Status ICT Population and Sample

Records on marital status, study methods or the level of income were not held by the
University. Therefore, these details are presented from the questionnaire data.
9.4.3.4 Marital Status
As can be seen from Figure 9-36, the majority of questionnaire respondents (93%) were
single.

Figure 9-36: Sample Marital Status
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9.4.3.5 Study Method
Figure 9-37 shows that 58% of the respondents followed YFU programmes on a part-time
basis. 14% of the students were registered on another degree programme whilst continuing
YFU programmes.

Figure 9-37: Sample Study Method

9.4.3.6 Income
The income distribution of the sample is graphically presented in Figure 9-38. It shows that
YFU courses were followed by students of many income levels. In fact, only 8% of students
were in the highest income category, suggesting that the comparatively low fee structure in
YFU is reasonably attractive for the lower income groups.

Figure 9-38: Sample Demographics Income
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Table 9-25: Income Colombo and Other (percentages)

Household Income
Students from Colombo
Others

Rs.15,000<
20
29

Rs.15,001-30,000
35
50

Rs.30,000<
45
21

Income distribution figures further showed (Table 9-25) that there was a significant
difference between the proportion of students from Colombo falling into the highest income
category compared to those from elsewhere. This could be a reason for the higher computer
ownership among Colombo students. This is in accordance with the general Sri Lankan
income distribution pattern where residents of Colombo and the Western Province earn
significantly higher amounts than those in other parts of the island (see Appendix - T for
statistics).
9.4.3.7 Summary
The ICT programme at YFU offers about 90 places (a year) for HE in the field of IT, and
many employed in the IT industry have embraced this opportunity. In the 25-30 year age
group, male students from the Western Province were the majority who have gained access
to HE through the ICT programme. Generally single, the 20-25 age group, male students
formed the majority on the YFU courses. YFU had also extended opportunities for students
of all income levels. A significant income disparity was observed between the Colombobased students and the other students.

9.5 Increasing Opportunities
This section discusses the difficulties faced by DE students in engaging in ICT-enabled
programmes.
4. What are the strengths and constraints of the DE system?
h. What are the difficulties faced by students in participating in these programmes?

9.5.1 Difficulties
9.5.1.1 Selection Test
Candidates for the ICT programme were selected according to results of a test, held once
every academic year. Other programmes at YFU allow universal entrance (though require an
additional foundation programme of two academic years for students who are not qualified
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in A/L). The University has not stipulated any additional requirements for registration on
online plus, blended online or supplementary online programmes.
9.5.1.2 Timely Advertising
Generally YFU advertises in newspapers, and places banners in its regional centres when it
is calling for applications. However, other private institutions with similar degree
programmes rely on strategic marketing and advertising. These private institutes start their
advertising campaigns as soon as pupils have finished their A/L examinations (if A/L results
are not mandatory), or from the day the A/L results are released. Conversely, YFU
programmes are advertised according to their own schedule, which may or may not coincide
with the A/L examination and the release of results. Thus students who are not likely to gain
state university places, and are able to afford a private HE, apply for programmes that are
advertised first. By the time YFU advertises for its programmes, students who have applied
for private institutions have already registered in those institutions. For example, a highly
placed official at the DEMP expressed the view:

Box 9-66: A Highly Placed Official at the DEMP

This partly explains the income distribution observed in Figure 9-38.
9.5.1.3 Internet Access and Other Resource Access
Accessing the Internet is important for students because they need to research topics related
to their subjects and to be up-to-date with the latest developments in the field. Some of the
respondents had neither Internet connectivity nor computers at their homes.


Difficulties in using Internet-cafes

Similar to printing charges, charges for Internet access at Internet-cafes in Sri Lanka vary
widely according to location. For example, an Internet-cafe in Kandy charges Rs.3 per
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minute (Rs.180 per hour), a cafe in Unawatuna charges Rs.10 per minute (Rs.600 per hour)
(World Embassy Information n.d.); in Colombo an hour of Internet access can range from
Rs.40, while NACs charge Rs.50 per hour of Internet access for users other than registered
students, whom it is assumed have priority. This shows that students in rural areas are
disadvantaged because they have to pay much higher prices per hour of Internet access at an
Internet-cafe while on average also having a lower income, making the comparative cost
even more disproportionate. Manu mentioned this in Box 9-7 and there was another
respondent from Kegalle who had difficulties in accessing the Internet from Internet-cafes
who remarked:
[U]sing internet is difficult because of the internet traffic and I used internet from net
cafe it [was] very expensive and difficult.
Box 9-67: A 23 year-old male from Kegalle



Time

The lack of reliable and timely public transport is one of the main problems that student had
when they needed to use Internet access centres. For example, Maneesha spent at least 45
minutes travelling to the centre and each visit she spent an hour and half on the bus (not
considering waiting times for buses):

Box 9-68: Maneesha-24Y-F-Kandy



Quality of the Internet connection

The speed of connection was a major issue for students who accessed Internet through
Internet-cafes. Students and staff of YFU had also experienced deteriorating connection
quality at the YFU main campus. The majority of respondents complained that the Internet
connection was too slow. Some of the views they expressed in questionnaires are presented
below.
o The speed of the connection is not satisfactory. It is slow.
o Sometimes it gets very slow and the pages don‟t load. So cannot get the contents.
o It takes a considerable amount of time to log on to the Internet and download
programs thus I suggest to give [sic] programs in a CD.
Corroborating students‟ statements, a lecturer expressed the view:

272

Box 9-69: Mr Ran-Lecturer

The slowness of Internet connection observed here ties the discussion back to the findings by
Baggaley and Batpurev (2007) of low Internet connection speeds in 12 Asian countries.
Respondents who accessed the Internet using mobile broadband connections too had
complaints (Box 9-70).

Box 9-70: Bandula-29Y-M-Hambantota

Not only the speed but also the reliability of connection had issues. For example, the
previous discussion showed how some students had to re-sit online quizzes (Box 9-45).
Explaining the difficulties of conducting online exams, a lecturer expressed the view:

Box 9-71: Mr Ran-Lecturer

As can be seen from the discussion so far reliable Internet connections were not available.


Limited Access to Resources

YFU has blocked access to some sites including YouTubeTM and Facebook. However, the
earlier discussion revealed how engineering students utilized YouTubeTM to research product
designs related to one of their courses (Box 9-35). Because some students did not have
computers at home, they had no other means of gaining access to these blocked resources.
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9.5.1.4 Issues in Using NACs


Payment for NACs

YFU students are all charged Rs.500 (around £2.70) for the right to use NAC facilities.
However, students registered in YFU courses felt that this was too expensive as some of
them did not use the facilities. For example, Manu commented:

Box 9-72: Manu-23Y-M-Badulla



Limited Time

The time that a student can use a NAC facility is usually limited to allow fair access to
resources by all students. In Box 9-72 Manu mentioned that the access times to NACs were
limited and Dinesh complained that they were entitled to only 15 hours of access.
It is limited. We can only use it for 15
hours.
Box 9-73: Dinesh-23Y-M-Colombo



Resource Access Limitations

NACs were said to discourage the use of pen drives or USB drives (Box 9-74); some
educational institutes in Sri Lanka too used to discourage the use of pen drives in an attempt
to reduce virus threats. However, in order to save their work to be accessed elsewhere,
especially from a computer that does not have an email facility, students have no other
option but to use a pen drive (or other removable media). Thus discouraging the use of pen
drives reduces the usefulness of NACs and other computer labs, particularly for those with
their own computers but no Internet access.
There is no facility even to use a pen
drive in those places [NACs].
Box 9-74: Manu-23Y-M-Badulla

Some sites such as Facebook were also blocked from NAC centres. Pulathisi felt that in
order to make learning at a distance more effective with the use of ICTs, it was necessary to
allow access to all resources without blocking them (Box 9-75). The YFU has identified the
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importance of chat as a tool for supporting DE implementing a “virtual office hour”,
allowing students to chat with their lecturer. It seems that this practice of NACs possibly
contradicts the YFU‟s effort to implement chat as a DE tool.

Box 9-75: Pulathisi-23Y-M-Gampaha



Accessibility of NACs

In order to access the Internet from the 26 NACs, some students have to travel a
considerable distance. For example, Bandula had to travel at least 60km to the nearest NAC
(Box 9-76). Because of the poor public transport services, travelling 60km for a NAC centre
is not feasible for Bandula.

Box 9-76: Bandula-29Y-M-Hambantota



Excessive Procedures

Respondents complained of NAC‟s excessive administrative procedures. For example, in
order to get a headset to listen to a video lecture, a student had to provide written approval
from the Vice Chancellor of his university (Box 9-77).

Box 9-77: Pulathisi-23Y-M-Gampaha

275

Due to all the issues faced in accessing the Internet and other resources from NACs a
respondent remarked:

Box 9-78: Lasith-27Y-M-Kalutara

9.5.1.5 Technical Difficulties


Issues Using MoodleTM

Respondents have experienced technical difficulties with their “virtual classes” or the
MoodleTM courses. Many respondents reported an inability to log into the system. One
respondent also observed that their courses required updating, while another accused the
system of causing errors in their examination results. Some of the comments received were:
o Some days virtual classes are not working and also system is down.
o [When] we try to log on to virtual classes always "system down" message is
displayed. Also they need updating.
o Moodle is not available for all subjects.
o Because of new software used to produce examination results the results was [sic]
not accurate. The course materials were not given in time.


Inadequate Support

There was no uniform way of introducing the LMS to students. If a course was using the
LMS it was the lecturer of the course who introduced the system to the students. Some
lecturers arranged hands-on sessions, but when the numbers were large they employed
overhead projection screen at the first day-school to demonstrate the LMS. However, there
were other lecturers who did not employ any such method. They relied on the letter sent by
the YFU describing the logging-in process. For example, a lecturer described how it was
done on the course she taught:

Box 9-79: Mrs Bulegoda-Lecturer

The text-only letter posted to students did not carry illustrations showing how to log on.
Thus many students who were seeing a LMS for the first time found it very difficult to
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comprehend these instructions. Kamani expressed how they managed to logon to the system
at first (Box 9-80).

Box 9-80: Kamani-28Y-F-Gampaha

Many students were unable to comprehend this information even to log in to the system.
This confirms the findings by Tantrigoda (2010) which reported that 85% of students have
not used LMS because they were not familiar/confident with the MoodleTM environment.
9.5.1.6 Infrastructural Issues


Non availability of Internet Facility

Neither wired nor wireless home Internet connections were available for some respondents
due to their areas not being serviced by any of the providers. For example, Bandula
described how he could not go home for the weekend if he had to access the Internet (Box
9-81).

Box 9-81: Bandula-29Y-M-Hambantota

9.5.1.7 Computer Literacy
Students who participated in interviews had a high level of ICT skills. But some
questionnaire respondents reported problems, as discussed. These were again difficulties that
impeded uptake of ICT-enabled programmes.
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9.5.1.8 Issues of Recognition
Some students were concerned about the recognition of their qualifications after graduation
(Box 9-82) because they have obtained a degree through DE.

Box 9-82: Pulathisi-23Y-M-Gampaha

9.5.2 Summary
Accessing the Internet and other electronic resources was a major problem for some
students. Using Internet-cafes was expensive, and at the University and NACs access to
some resources was restricted. Some students also spent a considerable amount of time in
transit to access the Internet from NACs but even then, the connections were slow and not
always reliable. Students who accessed the Internet through NACs had issues with restricted
website access, availability of necessary software, using hardware such as pen drives and
headphones, and also due to their excessive administrative procedures (e.g. asking for the
Vice Chancellor‟s permission letter to issue a set of headphones). Technical difficulties were
mainly due to the inadequate support but there were system failures too. Some rural areas
were not serviced by Internet service providers.
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10 Data Presentation Analysis and Discussion –
The Comparison of Case Studies
10.1 Introduction
This chapter compares and discusses the two case studies (Orange Valley University – OVU
and Yellow Fields University – YFU) presented in Chapters 8 and 9.

10.2 Why Introduce ICTs
There were a number of reasons for introducing ICTs to HE which are outlined in table
below. Table 10-1 summarizes the percentage of students from each university agreeing with
each of the statements about the introduction of ICTs.
Table 10-1: Comparison – Why Introduce ICTs

Reason
Make learning materials available 24/7
Be abreast with the world
Cost cutting
Reach disadvantaged students
Enhance student experience
Enhance the quality
Number of Respondents

Agreed %
OVU
YFU
94
76
76
76
76
57
73
73
70
83
61
86
33
96

There is a marked difference between the beliefs of students at the two universities as to why
ICTs were introduced. At OVU students believed it to be because ICTs allowed 24/7
accesses to course materials, but at YFU, students believed that it was for quality
enhancement. OVU students were less in agreement that ICTs enhanced quality, contrasting
with the widely held belief at YFU. This result is not surprising as the qualitative interviews
with OVU students revealed that they were concerned about the quality of learning materials
they had received. It is possible that they have attributed the “less than satisfactory” nature of
some of the received electronic learning materials, to generalize that ICTs were not a quality
enhancement tool. On the other hand, while the majority of OVU students had ready access
to the Internet, YFU students had more barriers to overcome in accessing the Internet. Thus
it can be seen that for OVU students ICTs meant ready access to course materials while for
YFU students this aspect was given little value.
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10.2.1

ICT as a Communication Tool

Students of both universities agreed that ICTs as a communications tool improved
communication and interaction generally; but there was a remarkable difference between
student views regarding the specific improvement of communication and interaction between
them and their lecturers. As can be seen in Table 10-2, YFU students were more positive
about the improvements that ICTs had brought them in this regard than OVU students, and
this was statistically significant at 1% level. Not having direct contact with lecturers due to
the hierarchically organized communication flow of the OVU‟s programme seems to be the
primary reason for this.
Table 10-2: Comparison – ICTs Have Improved Communication with Lecturers

Agree
17
70
87

OVU
YFU

Disagree
14
20
34
6.01
0.014

Chi-square value
p value

31
90
121

The preferred method of communication with peers differed significantly between the two
groups of respondents. Table 10-3 summarises the data by combining communication via
email, social networking sites and the LMS into „computer mediated communication‟
(CMC). OVU students preferred CMC while the YFU students preferred in-person
communication.
Table 10-3: Comparison – Preferred Communication Method (percentages)

OVU
YFU

Phone

CMC

Meeting
face-to-face

33
33

64
15

3
52

YFU students had face-to-face sessions where they met their peers. On the other hand,
following a completely online programme, the OVU‟s DE students did not have that
opportunity, but most of them possessed a computer and had Internet connectivity, enabling
them to use CMC.

10.2.2

ICT as a Tool for Learning

The majority of students from both universities felt that face-to-face learning was a superior
experience to learning through educational technology. As Mason (1999, p41) has
mentioned there is a group of students for whom “face-to-face contact is the only satisfactory
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form of interaction”. However, students at OVU were more positive about using educational
technology. As can be seen in Table 10-4, this difference was statistically significant at 2%
level.
Table 10-4: Comparison – Face-to-face Learning is a Superior Experience

OVU
YFU

Agree
23
86
109

Chi-square value
p value

Disagree
8
9
17
5.34
0.021

31
95
126

Both groups of students were concerned about the quality and acceptability (by potential
employers), of online degree programmes. However students on the OVU programme
believed that the same degree conducted online and in-person should receive equal
recognition, whereas the YFU students felt otherwise. Table 10-5 shows that the difference
was statistically significant. This could be because the students at the OVU‟s DE programme
were following an online degree and desired their qualification to gain equal recognition.
Table 10-5: Comparison – Degree Conducted Online Should Receive Same Recognition as In-person

OVU
YFU

Agree
27
36
63

Chi-square value
p value

Disagree
4*
54
58
20.5
0.000

31
90
121

*Fisher‟s exact test was also performed on the data set as there was a small cell value and it too gave the same
results as the Chi-square test. This is not surprising as the expected value for each cell was >5

Another important difference observed between the two cases was the YFU students‟ fear
about the introduction of ICTs to their programmes. The potential for increased course fees
seemed to be the main reason for this fear.

10.2.3

ICTs and Educational Access

10.2.3.1 Anytime Anywhere Accessibility
There was no significant difference between students‟ views on the anytime and anywhere
accessibility allowed by ICTs. However, quite a few students at YFU had difficulties in
accessing ICTs in order to make use of the anytime and anywhere accessibility of course
materials. Students with home Internet connectivity highly valued the flexibility offered by
such accessibility. This result differs from Liyanage‟s study (2009) where his data suggested
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that learning anywhere at one‟s own pace does not have a significant relationship with
accessibility. But Conole, de Laat et al. (2006) have also reported that students in the UK
highly regard the anytime and anywhere accessibility to course materials offered by
technology (note: the majority of students in the UK have Internet access).
10.2.3.2 Access to Rural Students
No significant difference was observed between the two groups of students‟ views on ICTs
and access for rural students. Both groups agreed that the use of ICTs would limit chances
for rural students. It was also observed that students from Colombo had little sympathy with
the difficulties faced by rural students in gaining access to computers and the Internet.

10.2.4

ICT and English Knowledge

Students from OVU reported above average English ability while students at YFU reported
varying levels. A marked difference between the English ability of Colombo-based students
(higher) and other students (lower) was evident from the YFU data. Nevertheless the
majority of both groups agreed that it was difficult to use computers and electronic resources
unless one was competent in English. More than a half of the students were concerned that
using electronic resources could affect their learning, as not many resources were available
in local languages.

10.3 Utilizing ICTs for Learning
OVU students were actively using advanced ICTs for their learning. For example, they used
SkypeTM for group discussions and TeamViewer® to share desktop screens remotely. As
many of OVU students possessed computers with Internet connectivity, this was possible for
them. Although YFU students accessed electronic resources for study purposes they did so
much less than the OVU students.

10.3.1

Discussions

YFU students‟ contributions to online discussions were very poor; conversely, OVU
students actively participated in discussion forums. Considering students who often
(combining almost all discussions and several) participate in discussions along with others
(combining rarely, never and not aware), it was seen that this difference was statistically
significant, and Table 10-6 presents the Chi-square test data. Participation in online
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discussions was mandatory for OVU‟s DE programme, which may well be the reason for
this phenomenon.
Table 10-6: Comparison – Frequency of Contribution to Discussions

OVU
YFU

Often
25
28
53

Chi-square value
p value

Other
3*
68
71
32.0
0.000

28
96
124

*Fisher‟s exact test was also performed on the data set as there was a small cell value and it too gave the same
results as the Chi-square test. This is not surprising as the expected value for each cell was >5

10.3.2

Electronic Resources and Library Resources

OVU students used web resources extensively and one reason for such practice was the nonavailability of library resources for them. On the other hand, YFU students used library
resources as well as web resources, but preferred printed material to electronic material as
they found it more accessible and easier to use.

10.3.3

Assignments

Both groups of students and their lecturers seemed to be relaxed about plagiarism and did
not seem to consider it to be a major offence. OVU‟s DE programme did not employ
procedures for active plagiarism detection/prevention whereas YFU actively employed
measures to detect/reduce plagiarism; the staff of YFU also introduced their own
mechanisms to reduce the occurrence of plagiarism. Even though both universities had strict
punishments for plagiarism, the staff did not seem to be bothered about copied content if
they felt that the student was able to understand it. This raises questions about institutional
ethics regarding plagiarism.

10.4 Gaining Access to Education
10.4.1

Why Select Distance Education

The majority of students from both universities valued flexibility in programmes. The
prestige attached to an OVU degree and the affordability of YFU programmes influenced
student enrolment decisions. There were also many students who selected DE because they
failed to secure a place (or sometimes a useful place) in the state university system. This is in
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accordance with the findings of Nanayakkara and Wijesuriya (2007), who reported that 75%
of students who applied for state university education were unable to secure a place.

10.4.2

Readiness of the Learners

10.4.2.1 Skills
OVU students reported above average computer skills and good English language ability,
but tutors reported that there were a few students with problems; at YFU students had
different levels of computer skills with some not even able to use computers. Computer
ownership and computer skills showed a significant relationship in the case of YFU. Many
students at YFU were managing well with their level of English while a minority of students
had problems. Students from Colombo showed better English language skills. Students
needed time to adjust to DE and to develop independent learning skills.
As the government‟s vision was to produce internationally employable graduates, the
Ministry of Higher Education (MoHE) maintained that the programmes „should be‟
conducted in the English medium (Box 10-1).
A person who cannot use English cannot follow these courses. That is exactly a point.
But we can‟t do anything about it. I think these courses should be in English medium.
We have to be in line with the global trend. Otherwise we are going to be backward.
Box 10-1: A Highly Placed Official at the MoHE

But Rassool (2012) has shown that language by itself cannot effect societal development
(even though postcolonial governments believe that it is so) when she discusses the political
economy of English language and economic development.
10.4.2.2 Motivation
The students who participated in interviews from both universities were highly motivated to
complete their programmes. However, there were other groups of students who needed
continuous encouragement and guidance to remain in the programme. Unless made
compulsory or extra marks were given, the majority of students from the YFU did not
engage in online activities.
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10.4.2.3 Resources
The ownership and use of computers was significantly different between the two
universities. OVU students used computers either daily or at least several times a week;
conversely only a minority of YFU students used computers daily; as can be seen in Table
10-7 this was statistically significant.
Table 10-7: Comparison – Frequency of Using a Computer

Daily
29
38
67

OVU
YFU
Chi-square value
p value

Less often
1*
56
57
29.0
0.000

30
94
124

*Fisher‟s exact test was also performed on the data set as there was a small cell value and it too gave the same
results as the Chi-square test. This is not surprising as the expected value for each cell was >5

Statistical information showing the significance of computer ownership between the two
groups is given in Table 10-8. In the YFU sample, the difference between students from
Colombo and students from outstations with respect to computer ownership was also
significant.
Table 10-8: Comparison – Computer Ownership

Owns
computer
28
65
93

OVU
YFU
Chi-square value
p value

Does not own
computer
2*
28
30
6.76
0.009

30
93

*Fisher‟s exact test was also performed on the data set as there was a small cell value and it too gave the same
results as the Chi-square test. This is not surprising as the expected value for each cell was >5

Similarly, as Table 10-9 shows, the Internet access frequency too had statistical significance
with almost all OVU students accessing the Internet daily.
Table 10-9: Comparison – Internet Access Frequency

OVU
YFU

Daily
30
25
55

Chi-square value
p value

Less often
1*
68
69
46
0.000

31
93
124

*Fisher‟s exact test was also performed on the data set as there was a small cell value and it too gave the same
results as the Chi-square test. This is not surprising as the expected value for each cell was >5
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10.5 Characteristics of Students
61% of the students in the OVU DE programme, and 74% in YFU ICT programme were
male. The median age of the OVU population was 24.9 years and for the sample it was 23.8
years. At the YFU‟s ICT programme the median age was 28.1 years and for the sample it
was 23.1 years. This observation is nothing new as Asian DE institutes were observed to
attract students under 30 years of age and more males than females (Perraton 2000). This is
also in accordance with findings of Liyanage (2009) who has shown that 72.7% of
respondents in his study were below 30 years of age.
Half of the OVU‟s DE population were from the Western Province whereas in the YFU‟s
ICT population it was 83%. Considering that only 28% of the Sri Lankan population resides
in the Western Province (Department of Census and Statistics Sri Lanka 2010a), these
programmes seem primarily to serve the needs of Western Province dwellers. The median
monthly household income for the OVU sample was Rs.34,376 (£191), higher than the
national median household income (Rs. 23,746 - about £135); in the YFU sample it was
Rs.22,709 (£126), lower than the national median household income. This could be a
significant cause for OVU students being more likely to own computers and have home
Internet connections. Liyanage (2009) claims that nearly 29.6% of students in online
programmes in Sri Lanka were from the “low income category”, which he considers to be
represented by individual earning of less than Rs.10,000. As his data represents the monthly
income of employed students rather than the household it is difficult to compare it with the
results of this study or with national statistics. Considering all accounts from students and
observing the distribution of computers and income levels it seems that the OVU students
are better off than the YFU students.

10.6 Increasing Opportunities
Both the OVU‟s online DE programme and programmes at the YFU with supplementary or
blended online components had increased opportunities for HE.

10.6.1 Difficulties
Participants of both programmes faced similar issues such as: Internet connection speed and
reliability; difficulties with logistics, restricted
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access to some resources; inconvenient

opening hours, excessive procedures and inadequate support services with respect to the
Internet access at NACs, Internet-cafes or University computer laboratories. There were no
gender differences observed with respect to accessing the Internet from Internet-cafes, thus
contradicting the results of Jamtsho, Rinchen et al. (2010b) where a possible gender
difference in accessing Internet from Internet-cafes in Sri Lanka is suggested. However, it is
worthwhile noting that only a small percentage of participants used Internet-cafes.
Observing NAC access statistics given in Figure 10-1, the month of April shows a drastic
drop in OVU user accesses. There are two plausible explanations for this.
a. Nishara‟s description of the LMS server failure during the Sinhala New year holidays
(mid April).
b.

Exams for the year 2009 for OVU‟s DE programme were held at the end of April
and in November.

It is therefore likely that the students‟ access to the system was minimal during April due to
exams, the festive season, holidays and possibly server failure. Also, as many interview
participants mentioned, students had acquired home Internet connectivity after commencing
the programme; this could explain the reduction in use of the system later in the year.
A generally increasing pattern was seen with the YFU student access to the system. As the
numbers represented here are all concerned with YFU student access, and their exam periods
are at different times of the year, it is difficult to interpret the pattern. However, as the third
round of NACs were only opened in 2009, the increase of student numbers could be due to
the availability of more centres as the year progressed.
In general, usage statistics (Appendix - S ) of the NACs show that some of the centres are
greatly underutilized. For example, Anuradhapura NAC was used by only one individual
from August to October 2009 while Monaragala, Kurunagala, Kegalle, Galle, Anuradhapura,
Ambalantota, and Ambalangoda centres had fewer than 25 individuals visiting them each
month during the period of August to November 2009. On the other hand, Colombo and
Kandy NACs were heavily utilized with more than 300 users visiting them in some months.
Because all these centres had the same number of computers, scanners, photocopiers and
printers, while some resources were idling in remote locations, users in Colombo and Kandy
centres had restrictions in terms of access times, to ensure fair access for all.
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Students who used NACs felt a strong desire to have their own Internet connection in order
to engage in a programme using ICT for delivery. Conversely, authorities and some students
already possessing connectivity felt that it should be possible to manage only with NAC
facilities.

Note: Graphs use different scales
Figure 10-1: Comparison – NAC Use by Students

Technical difficulties relating to LMS were common to both groups. OVU students did not
face many difficulties relating to login and other general navigation possibly because they
had a hands-on introduction to the LMS prior to their programme. But erroneous and
substandard materials as well as slow response from their tutors posed major difficulties for
OVU students.
Power failures and interruptions, non availability of ADSL facility, and rural areas not being
served by any service provider were the main infrastructural issues. Rural dwellers wanted to
use ICTs but they lacked support and the infrastructure.

10.7 Summary
OVU students valued 24/7 access to course materials while YFU students expected quality
and experience enhancement from ICTs. Both groups agreed that ICTs improved
communication and interaction. The preferred method of communication differed between
OVU students (CMC) and YFU students (in-person). Face-to-face learning was identified as
a superior experience. Anytime and anywhere accessibility was of little use to rural students
with access problems while English remained another barrier. OVU students utilized online
discussions but these were not popular with YFU students. Plagiarism was not considered to
be a serious issue by either group. Flexibility, the reputation of the institution, affordability
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and no previous opportunity for HE were main reasons provided for the selection of DE
programmes. Computer ownership and the frequency of computer and Internet use were
significantly higher in OVU students, and they were from higher income households. Young
males from the Western Province were the largest group who had gained access to HE
through these programmes. The main issues raised were: availability of services in rural
areas; quality of the Internet connections; institutional procedures on access to resources;
Internet regulation and quality of learning materials as well as student support services.
Therefore it can be seen that there are many barriers to overcome in implementing ICTenabled DE programmes in Sri Lanka.
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11Key Findings
11.1 Introduction
This chapter brings together the key findings from the data presentation, analysis and
discussion presented in Chapters 7, 8, 9 and 10 under the themes:


Quality assurance



Location



Access to resources



Digital literacy



Language

11.2 Preamble
The Sri Lankan government, through the Distance Education Modernization Project
(DEMP), introduced ICTs to undergraduate DE programmes believing that it would provide
more opportunities for HE at a lower cost, while improving the quality of programmes.
These are reasons why many educators in both developed and developing countries use
Open and Distance Learning (ODL) (Harry and Perraton 1999; Perraton 2000). Orange
Valley University (OVU) has introduced a new fully online programme under the DEMP
initiative; Yellow Fields University (YFU) has introduced ICT in three ways to their DE
programmes: supplementary online, blended online and online plus.
Despite heavy resistance by student movements, a few state universities have introduced
ICT-enabled Distance Education (DE) programmes. These programmes also had to
overcome the resistance of traditional academics to change in terms of teaching practice as
well as other areas. Thus implementing these ICT-enabled DE programmes within the highly
bureaucratic conventional state university system in an attempt to increase and widen access
to HE for Sri Lankans is commendable. In addition, establishing a platform for online DE in
Sri Lanka by implementing National Online Distance Education Service (NODES) and
NODES Access Centres (NACs) that could be used by both public and private HE providers
too, is a great achievement for Sri Lanka. However, the successful implementation of these
programmes was constrained by issues that will be discussed below relating to five themes.
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11.3 Themes
Issues relating to quality, location of residence, access to resources, digital literacy and
language were observed throughout the research. Thus these are used to thematically
summarize and present the study findings.

11.3.1

Quality Assurance

There were several types of quality issues that surfaced in the two case studies.
11.3.1.1 Teaching Materials
Erroneous and substandard teaching materials were significant issues that students faced in
the online programme of the OVU, which raised issues about credibility of the institution.
Further, once errors were pointed out, the follow-up action of the institution (recall the
incident reported in Box 8-74) could hardly be considered professional.
Data from Liyanage (2009) suggests that:
[m]ost materials violate online instructional principles and they under utilize online
ICT facilities [original emphasis] (Liyanage 2009, p22).
The similarity of Liyanage‟s findings and the findings of this research suggests that there are
serious issues with the quality of the material in these online programmes.
In his critique of eLearning at universities, Smithers (2011) too observed substandard,
outdated, and even erroneous content. Thus he says:
Not many courses have any form of content online whatsoever [...]. When a course
does have online content it is invariably rubbish.
Thus, erroneous and substandard materials are not issues pertaining only to OVU‟s online
course or to Sri Lanka; it is a general issue observed in eLearning that requires a conscious
effort to eradicate.
11.3.1.2 Plagiarism
Neither students nor lecturers considered plagiarism a serious offence, despite university
regulations against such malpractices. Both plagiarism by students in producing assignments
and plagiarism by course developers in preparing course contents was observed in the case
studies. Observing a wide array of plagiarism by well known people such as the historian
Stephen Ambrose, Cooke (2007) states that
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it almost seems that intellectual dishonesty and cheating are acceptable and
forgivable, and occasionally profitable, offenses. This lackadaisical attitude is
trickling down to students of all ages, and it is eroding the moral and intellectual
development of future generations (Cooke 2007, p73).
Copying and sharing assignments have become easier with electronic assignment
submissions (Adams 2011); previously students had to manually copy an assignment, but
today it takes only a few mouse clicks. In fact, Liyanage (2009) reported that the majority of
online DE students from Sri Lanka agreed that ICT presented greater opportunities for
plagiarism. Andersson and Hatakka (2010) reported instances where students had copied
assignments in another Sri Lankan DE programme that used electronic submissions. As
Adams (2011) has shown in his analysis, tackling a case of plagiarised work could generally
take 10 times longer (or more) than actually marking an honest assignment; thus staff could
have ignored such instances to „take the easy way out‟. However, internal and external
monitoring should have detected such instances, even where staff have ignored it.
The lack of competency in English language, as reported in the study, could have been a
barrier for students who wish to paraphrase content from other sources. This dilemma faced
by non-native English speakers is acknowledged by Baggaley (2010) in discussing problems
faced by researchers and evaluators of DE outside North America, Europe and Australia.
In the UK, JISC (Joint Information Systems Committee) provides a plagiarism advisory
service together with access to “TurnitinUK” – plagiarism detection software (JISC 2009).
This type of advanced detection is not yet used by most Sri Lankan state universities.
Further, the researcher‟s own experience in completing undergraduate education in one of
these institutes is that there is hardly any guidance for undergraduate students on proper
referencing, and no awareness programmes on the issues of plagiarism. This lack of initial
understanding of the seriousness of plagiarism could also have shaped students‟ views on the
issue.
On the other hand, course material being copied from elsewhere without acknowledgement,
especially from non-authoritative sources, is another serious issue providing a poor example
to undergraduates using the materials. The DEMP has developed quality assurance standards
(Coomaraswamy and Abeywardena 2007; Rama and Hope 2009; Coomaraswamy, Rama et
al. 2010) that have gained international recognition. However, non-compliance to those
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standards seems to be an issue. Further, as the OVU is only employing internal reviewers,
mainly to review pedagogical aspects, this serious breach of established academic norms has
so far gone unnoticed.
11.3.1.3 Student - Tutor/Lecturer Interaction
Students at the OVU were the victims of an administrative decision, which implemented a
hierarchical information flow within the programme delivery structure, denying students
contact with lecturers. Queries that tutors were unable to answer took several days or even
weeks to ascend and descend through the hierarchy, delaying responses and making them of
little use to the initiator of the query. On the other hand, responses to queries have also been
delayed by some “online” tutors who let weeks go by without logging onto the system.
As discussed in Chapter 4, in a DE setting where students are separated from their
tutors/lecturers there is likely to be a greater transactional distance than in conventional
education. More dialogue or interaction is likely to reduce this transactional distance (Moore
1993). Owtson, Garroson et al. (2006) have shown that student satisfaction with blended
courses to be highly dependent on the level of interaction. However, as can be seen from the
case studies, the lack of response from tutors to student queries is unlikely to reduce
transactional distance or provide student satisfaction. Moreover, as Wheeler (2007, p111)
has shown, the lack of immediacy or “the extent to which students feel they can gain quick
access to their tutors, and their perception of the timeliness of tutor responses” is likely to
increase the transactional distance. As immediacy of response from tutors is an important
form of encouragement for distance learners (Wheeler 2007), the absence of such response
in the OVU case study may well have contributed to the higher number of student failures
(Recall that only 36 students remained in the final year from an entry cohort of 98 students).
Chapter 4 showed that learner-instructor interaction that happens “between the learner and
the expert who prepared the subject material, or some other expert acting as instructor” is
regarded as essential (Moore 1989). However, as the case study has shown, tutors faced
constant difficulties in answering student queries, which students interpreted as tutor
incompetency. Therefore it is questionable whether the tutors could be called “experts”.
These tutors had received training in online tutoring and mentoring; however, as online
tutoring itself is new to Sri Lanka, it is highly likely that they have not have had a chance to
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observe other online tutors and examples of best practice; furthermore not having been an
online tutee they may be less able to understand and empathise with distant students‟
difficulties. Moore and Kearsley (2005, p136) claim that
[t]he best distance teachers are empathetic [...] even when filtered through
technologically transmitted communications.
Therefore, the newness and lack of experience of these tutors may also have been reasons
why they required a considerable amount of help in answering student queries. Liyanage
(2009) has also reported on the poor quality of tutor/lecturer interaction in online DE in Sri
Lanka and suggested that timely, constructive and frequent feedback should be promoted.
Viewed from this perspective it is evident that the students of the online programme were
disadvantaged as the “learner-instructor” interaction was not properly facilitated.
11.3.1.4 Pedagogy
The DEMP has emphasised the importance of introducing online technology to DE in Sri
Lanka. The analysis of the OVU case study suggests that this exclusive focus on online
technology has overlooked the pedagogical aspects. For example, the majority of learning
materials were presented as black-and-white PDF notes – only using online technology to
distribute course notes; in instances where online quizzes were used, they were not properly
planned or designed to be fully beneficial to the learner, resulting in learner frustration.
11.3.1.5 Staff Knowledge and Awareness
Throughout the study it can be seen that there is a lack of staff knowledge and awareness
about how to support online DE. For example, tutors required extensive help from lecturers
to answer student queries; lecturers seemed to be unaware of the importance of interaction in
the distance educational mode of study and the practice of DE professionals; and the NAC
staff were not aware of the procedures to be adhered to when students requested headsets.
Even the principles of DE seemed alien to some lecturers who were not comfortable with
their course materials being reviewed by a pedagogical expert. These are a few of the many
instances that showed issues with staff knowledge and awareness. Because the online mode
of learning is new to Sri Lanka, it is possible that none of these groups have had sufficient
understanding, experience or training. Furthermore the fact that many of the lecturers had
only experienced the conventional mode of education may be another reason for their lack of
awareness in distance educational practices.
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11.3.1.6 Recognition
Students‟ anxiety over recognition of DE programmes when the educational institute had
little respect for was evident. On the other hand, students who were willing to register on DE
programmes at a prestigious institute were anxious over the use of the phrase “external
degree” due to the notoriety it has gained. The issue of DE being considered as a “second
class education” (Uturupane, Millot et al. 2009) is not new and not limited to Sri Lanka
(Perraton 2000). However, there are success stories such as the case of the OUUK (The
Open University of the United Kingdom 2009). Therefore, recognition is something that
needs to be earned by displaying the capacity of distant educated students, which is a longterm process.

11.3.2

Location

Throughout the study it was evident that there were differences between students located in
different areas of the country. Three such location categories were observed: Colombo and
immediate conurbations; other cities (such as Galle, Kandy and Matara) and their immediate
conurbations; outstations and rural areas (including villages and estates).
None of the respondents were from estates – the areas that are most deprived of ICT and
services (recall statistics on computer ownership and household income – Appendix - T );
there were very few respondents from outstations; a few were from other cities and their
conurbations, while the majority consisted of dwellers from Colombo and its immediate
conurbations. The analysis of the geographical distribution of student population also
confirmed that the ICT-enabled DE programmes were most appealing to students from
Colombo and its conurbation. Thus there is evidence that the new DE programmes are
serving the needs of students from this location category.
Differences between these three groups of students were visible in their attitudes, level of
skills and resource ownership. Some Colombo-based students were less empathetic to others
who had difficulties with English, or lacked access to computers and the Internet. On the
other hand, outstation students and students from other cities were aware of the difficulties
faced by other students and were more considerate. It was also observed that many
Colombo-based students were economically better-off than their counterparts and had more
resources such as computers, Internet connectivity, and library access (resource access will
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be discussed as another theme); their English ability was also better. This economic disparity
is in fact in accordance with the income distribution of the country. For example, when the
mean household income of a Western Province household was Rs.47,118, it was only
Rs.24,162 in estates; in Colombo the value was as high as Rs.51,070 (Department of Census
and Statistics Sri Lanka 2011a) – even more than double the mean income of an estate
household portraying the stark disparity in income distribution of the country. (See
Appendix - T for further statistics).
Outstation students, especially from rural districts were unable to acquire Internet
connectivity even when they were able to afford it, because there was no infrastructural
support. Thus their location had a significant impact on students‟ access to resources. The
DEMP technical assistance report stressed the need to provide educational opportunities for
“rural poor, women, and displaced persons in underserved areas of the country” (Asian
Development Bank 2000, Appendix2-p2) with the use of ICTs. The DEMP proposal
recommendation (Loxley, Ho et al. 2003) stated that one of its aims was to introduce
distance-learning programs to provide outreach through quality on-line academic
programs to working rural students who cannot leave their jobs or families to study
in cities (p4).
Further, it stated that
[t]he project supports increasing educational opportunities in rural areas for those
unable to attend formal schools (p5).
However, as both case studies has showed, the new ICT-enabled programmes were more
appealing to young, unmarried, male Western province dwellers; thus contradicting the
original emphasis of the project. Gunawardena (2008) too raised similar concerns.

11.3.3

Access to Resources

Issues of access to resources such as computers, the Internet and web resources (due to
imposed regulations for Internet access) were observed.
11.3.3.1 Infrastructure
Resource access was mainly a problem for outstation students. The non-availability of an
ADSL facility even affected the students only a few miles from town centres. On the other
hand, students living in rural areas of distant districts such as Hambantota had no means of
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connecting to the Internet from their homes, either wired or wireless, because the
infrastructure was not available.
Under the e-Sri Lanka initiative, the information infrastructure of the country is one of the
six programme areas under development. Information infrastructure encompasses:
1. Connectivity – availability of a delivery channel for information and ICT services
2. Accessibility – availability of connected access devices
3. Content – availability of timely, relevant and localised applications, information
and services (Information and Communication Technology Agency n.d.)
Much effort is being devoted to implementing the vision of achieving 1000 telecentres in
rural areas in order to allow access for rural communities. As the discussion so far has
shown, location also has a great impact on what services one can acquire. From 2007 to
2008, Sri Lanka improved its ICT Development Index from 2.32 to 2.51 (International
Telecommunication Union 2010). But when considering the rural information infrastructure,
in some distant places there was hardly any improvement seen apart from the increase in
mobile phone usage. Even though the infrastructure was limited, it was encouraging to
observe village people aspiring to become part of the digital world.
Power failures and voltage fluctuations were also problems that affected students. Electricity
is essential to make use of most ICT equipment. In urban Sri Lanka 96.5% households are
powered with electricity and nationally it is 85.1% (Department of Census and Statistics Sri
Lanka 2011b). On the grounds that electricity is widely available in Sri Lanka, Satharasinghe
(n.d.) argues that it is not likely for Sri Lanka to be “left behind in the Digital Divide” due to
lack of electricity. However, when considering the quality and reliability of electricity, and
the damages unregulated power supplies could cause to ICT equipment, whether his
argument holds is questionable. Van Dijk (1999) argues that in developing countries,
supplying reliable electricity, giving access to old media (such as telephones) and improving
literacy should take higher priority. However, as Sri Lanka has already achieved
comparatively higher levels of traditional literacy, the need to provide reliable electricity,
provision for ICT equipment and Internet access together with programmes for improving
digital literacy (discussed under another theme) are of great importance.
Sri Lanka is improving its infrastructure to support ICT diffusion, but there is still much to
be achieved. Observing the context of Asia as a whole, Wikramanayake and Baggaley
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(2010) emphasise the importance of government policy and intervention in infrastructural
development. They conclude that the emphasis on online education in developing countries
has overlooked accessibility issues, especially in South Asia.
11.3.3.2 Computers and the Internet
Most students who did not own computers and/or have Internet connectivity faced problems
in accessing these resources due to: logistics, administrative decisions (opening hours,
excessive procedures, Internet regulation), and costs. It is clear that even though NAC
implementation authorities thought NACs were providing services all seven days of the
week (Liyanage 2010), many of them were open only on weekdays (as could be seen in Box
8-66), thus limiting access for employed students. Female students in YFU reported fewer
opportunities to use computers than their male counterparts. This result is in accordance with
the findings of Liyanage (2009) where he reported females having fewer visits to Internet
access centres. It is possible that cultural barriers and perceptions of personal safety in
visiting access centres may have affected this phenomenon.
Each NAC was equipped with the same set of resources. However, as shown by the NAC
usage statistics, while some centres were heavily utilized, many others located in remote
areas were under-used. One possible reason for this fact could be the transportation
difficulties that persist in these areas (as can be seen in Bandula‟s quote in Box 9-76). On the
other hand, the low population density of these remote locations could have also been a
reason for this phenomenon. Whatever the reasons may be, the decision to allocate each
centre the same set of resources has been ineffective: depriving users in densely populated
areas.
Internet connectivity charges have decreased considerably during the past few years.
However, the connectivity charge and initial cost of connection (buying the dongle) for
mobile broadband is still comparatively high. Since Sri Lanka telecom ADSL connections
are only available to a minority of the population (living close to city centres), the only
option for broadband connectivity for the majority is the more expensive mobile broadband
service. On the other hand, if dial-up connectivity is used, the time connected is charged for
a voice call by the phone provider and for a data connection by the Internet service provider.
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Therefore, the connectivity is still expensive. This was also reflected in the PANdora
network survey (Jamtsho, Rinchen et al. 2010b).
Students who had home connectivity were able to communicate with their lecturers out-ofhours, especially late at the night, to clarify issues using online chat sessions. Further, OVU
students were using specialized software tools to communicate amongst themselves. This
software was not available at telecentres and the slow connectivity at Internet-cafes was also
not likely to support them; almost all of these communications were late night interactions
when the NACs were closed. Thus a student not possessing his/her own computer and
Internet connectivity at home would lose these opportunities and would likely be a “misfit”
(van Dijk 1999) in that community.
Different policies on Internet regulations were practised by access centres. Access to social
networking sites such as Facebook and video sharing sites such as YouTubeTM was blocked.
However, students sometimes use these sites for educational purposes. For example,
information relating to group assignments was shared using social networking sites, and
YouTubeTM videos were used to research product designs. Students who had home
connectivity were able to access and use the resources available through these „blocked‟
sites, while students who depended on access centres did not have this option. Access centres
also had varying policies on the use of removable storage (such as pen drives), and the use of
headphones. Their excessive procedures actively discouraged students from using that
hardware. Here also it can be seen that students without home computer/Internet
connectivity were greatly disadvantaged.
Work by the PANdora research network has revealed that Internet-cafe use is not popular in
Asian countries due to slow connectivity and virus issues. Furthermore many have
complained of the inability to download multimedia files (Wikramanayake and Baggaley
2010). This observation is consistent with the results observed in the case studies. As
discussed in Chapter 9, Internet access charges at Internet-cafes varied widely and in some
instances they were as high as Rs.600 an hour thus too expensive for students to use.
Students acquired home Internet connectivity as soon as they could, because depending on
the educational institute, access centres or Internet-cafes were difficult with all the
restrictions and connectivity issues. Further, students who had used access centres stressed
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the need to acquire a home Internet connectivity if one decides to register in a DE
programme that uses ICT for delivery.
11.3.3.3 Quality of Internet Connectivity
Internet connections had issues of speed (recall findings by Baggaley and Batpurev 2007)
and reliability. Even the dedicated high-speed connections at educational institutes such as
YFU had problems, which caused online evaluations (such as quizzes) to be a stressful
experience for both students and lecturers. The wait time to download page content was a
major issue for students who used communal access facilities, because the time they could
spend at the computer was restricted. On the other hand, students who paid for hourly access
at Internet-cafes or who used dial-up connections (who pay for the time connected) were also
adversely affected. The inability to download large multimedia files was a common
complaint by students who used Internet-cafes to access material. This shows that the
prevailing Internet infrastructure is lacking the capability to properly provide for online
distance learners.
11.3.3.4 Library
For an undergraduate student in a developed country, it would be unimaginable not to have
access to library materials during their course of study. Students on the OVU programme,
who did not receive library services from their University due to resource limitations, had
great difficulty in locating reference materials. Students speculated that some of the dropping
out had a direct relationship to the non-availability of materials. The pace of change in fields
such as IT has made it impossible for traditional Sri Lankan libraries to maintain currency,
thus students were referring to their material as “ancient”. As discussed by Drahos and
Braithwaite (2002), the high price of books printed in developed countries is another issue
that limits accessibility for Sri Lankan students. However, a minority of students, who
possessed memberships with premium private libraries located in capital cities, were able to
access relevant materials, again displaying the importance of location.
11.3.3.5 Monetary
Students who lacked economic stability were anxious about the introduction of ICTs to their
programmes, fearing that it would increase course fees, thus making the programme
unaffordable. OVU‟s online programme was seen to be expensive, but some students were
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willing to pay the premium in order to gain a degree from the prestigious OVU. However,
the fact that 63% of the OVU student population household income was greater than the
national median household income, does suggest that the programme is appealing to higher
income groups. In fact, at the time of data collection OVU was reviewing the online
programme‟s cost structure in an attempt to reduce its costs in a bid to make the programme
sustainable by making it appealing to a wider range of students.
Students incurred additional direct costs for printing, accessing the Internet, travelling (to
and from telecentres) or buying a PC, and indirect costs such as increased electricity charges.
As could be seen in the previous discussion, apart from location, the lack of disposable
income has been a major issue for students in acquiring resources.

11.3.4

Digital Literacy

Even though almost all respondents were computer literate in terms of the definition adopted
by the Department of Census and Statistics Sri Lanka (2009a), it was found that some
respondents were not able to perform tasks such as searching the Internet or sending emails
with attachments, while a few others had problems even with the use of a keyboard. In order
to be able to engage in a learning activity in an ICT-enabled environment, it is vital that
students are able to utilize the tools (in this case ICT) efficiently and effectively. As
discussed in Chapter 5 an increasing division is seen in usage access (van Dijk 2005).
According to Warschauer (2003) and as shown in Chapter 5, establishing telecentres or
providing schools with equipment alone is unlikely to improve digital literacy. In fact, one
respondent revealed that she was unable to use the computer that was available to her thus
confirming this argument. However, there was a significant relationship between the level of
computer skills and ownership of home computers, showing that students who have acquired
motivational access and material access displayed better skills access as argued by van Dijk
(2005). The need to increase computer literacy among potential learners is stressed by
Nanayakkara and Wijesuriya (2007). Thus, the educational authorities‟ expectation of digital
literacy from school leavers on the basis that schools were provided with ICT equipment is
imperfect, and much effort needs to be focused on increasing digital literacy among students.
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11.3.5

Language

Despite English being the medium of study, some students, mainly from outstations, had
issues with English language proficiency. It is suggested that in countries where university
education is conducted in a language that is different to the language used in school
education, this can contribute to social inequality (World Bank 2002). Considering the
English language ability and economic status of students from Colombo and its
conurbations, it does support this point. Gunawardena (2008) has also pointed out that
English as the medium of instruction in DE programmes introduced under the DEMP could
hinder access for a considerable proportion of school leavers.
As shown in Chapter 10, the government maintains that the programmes should be
conducted in English, even though this restricts successful participation for a sizable
proportion of school leavers not fluent in English. Many postcolonial (ex-British)
governments have attached high value to English HE (Rassool 2012). But it is not very clear
how HE participation could be widened through English medium HE, when the Ministry of
Education struggles to allocate rural schools with resources (such as trained English
teachers) for learning English in the first place.
There is very little web content available in local languages and this was a concern for many
students. Because school education in Sri Lanka is almost completely conducted in local
languages, the majority of the population is only competent in these languages. This,
together with the lack of local language content on the web, creates a key issue as a large
proportion of the population are unable to make use of much of the Internet (particularly
web-based resources) (Gamage and Halpin 2007) even if they are digitally literate. This links
the discussion back to Warschauer‟s (2003) work that was discussed under digital resources
in Chapter 5. In addition, unfamiliarity with English as used in computers could be a barrier
to gaining motivational access, the first of the four stages of access (van Dijk 2005) essential
for gaining full participation in the digital world.
Sinhala and Tamil Unicode support is now in place and a team from the University of
Colombo School of Computing (UCSC) is working on translating MoodleTM into local
languages (Jamtsho, Rinchen et al. 2010a). Further, under the Swedish Aid initiative on
“Free and Open Online Education”, UCSC is providing online courses on ICT literacy in
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local languages. Under the Sri Lankan government‟s e-SriLanka initiative, websites of
government departments are made available in all three languages. Furthermore as discussed
in Chapter 5, through the Government Information Centre the public can request information
in all three languages. Even though these are commendable initiatives, the lack of access to
the wealth of resources and knowledge available in foreign languages is a major issue that is
unlikely to be overcome in the near future.
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12Conclusions and Recommendations
12.1 Introduction
This final chapter draws conclusions from the research findings in comparison with issues
discussed in the literature review. It presents recommendations based on the research
findings, categorizing them under the same themes used to present the findings, namely:
quality assurance, access to resources, location, digital literacy and language. Reflections on
the research process and learning outcomes are discussed, along with a discussion of
limitations of the research and areas for further work. Finally, contributions made to the
body of knowledge are discussed.

12.2 Conclusions
ICTs were introduced to distance education (DE) by the Sri Lankan government with the
expectation of reducing costs, increasing and widening participation in higher education
(HE), and improving the quality and relevance of DE programmes. The Distance Education
Modernization Project (DEMP) was the main mechanism of this effort. The DEMP
persuaded traditional single-mode universities to offer DE programmes using ICTs, either
fully-online, or supplementing print-based distance delivery. Orange Valley University‟s
(OVU) DE course would not have been created if not for this provision.
While many students positively welcomed the effort to introduce ICTs into DE, some felt
threatened mainly due to their lack of financial ability to afford equipment, services and
higher course fees. The ICT-enabled DE programmes have been less successful than
expected due to many reasons.
Limited access to resources is a main issue that hindered participation in ICT-enabled DE
programmes. Infrastructural limitations varying from poor connection speeds and reliability
to areas with no connectivity, restricted access to these programmes, while unreliable electric
power supplies posed major threats to the use of expensive equipment. This confirms the
views expressed by Perraton (2000), Bates (2005) and Zhang (2005), emphasising the
importance of „access‟ in selecting appropriate technology for DE delivery as discussed in
Chapter 4. Access centres were less successful than predicted in providing access to students
due to restrictions on accessing websites and excessive bureaucracy practised by staff who
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lacked the knowledge and awareness to support learners. Thus it can be concluded that at the
moment Sri Lanka lacks the infrastructural capability to support access to online learning for
a sizeable proportion of its population.
Residential location was an important contributor towards an individual‟s ability to access
resources, as it related closely to the issue of infrastructure. From the population
demographics it can be concluded that already disadvantaged groups living in the estate
sector did not benefit from the OVU‟s DE programme, while it also had little benefit for
communities living away from cities. However, for people from cities and their immediate
conurbations, especially in Colombo, ICT-enabled DE programmes provided access to a HE
which otherwise would not have been possible. Thus it can be concluded that even though
the initiative failed to widen access, it did achieve increased access.
Whilst the majority of students who remained on the programmes were those who were
digitally literate, many others who lacked digital literacy experienced problems. It can be
concluded that despite the initiatives to increase digital literacy, Sri Lanka has yet to achieve
sufficient levels of digital literacy to be able to offer ICT-enabled DE programmes to a
sizeable proportion of its population. This is closely linked with the fact that very little
content and few programmes are available in local languages, making it even more difficult
to gain full access to ICT-enabled DE for a large majority of the population who are only
competent in local languages. Issues related to location, language, digital skills and access to
resources provide comprehensive evidence to support the multifaceted nature of the Digital
Divide as characterised by Norris (2001), van Dijk and Hacker (2003), Warschauer (2003)
and van Dijk (2005), and lead to the conclusion that there is a strong presence of digital
inequality in the country.
More than a half of the students of the OVU programme chose to attend a HE course while
employed. This validates Castells‟ (2000a) view that education is the critical resource that
adds value to labour in the knowledge economy (KE). The use of discussion forums (albeit
when they were compulsory or carried marks), web resources, online quizzes, social
networking sites and communication tools such as email, telephone, SkypeTM and online
chat by students for learning purposes, leads to the conclusion that students did benefit from
the introduction of ICTs for their programmes.
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Although over time ICT-enabled DE programmes can be cheaper than in-person
programmes, they may require equivalent upfront investment to start with, particularly in
terms of pedagogical infrastructure.
Problems in quality assurance that emerged in the study raised significant concerns about the
use of ICT in DE in its present state. Pedagogical issues together with the lack of
professionalism, and the limited competency of educators, support the conclusion that the
current state of staff knowledge, awareness and experience is not sufficient to facilitate
online learning at the OVU. It can also be concluded that both OVU and Yellow Fields
University (YFU) students lacked awareness of the seriousness of plagiarism. Taken
together, all these factors provide sufficient evidence to show that the current state of ICTenabled DE programmes failed to improve quality, especially in the case of the OVU.
Students who possessed the necessary ICT resources, digital skills, good English ability,
self-study skills and motivation remained in the OVU programme, while supplementary
online and blended online programmes at the YFU retained a more varied group with a range
of levels of competencies. This together with students‟ strong preference for face-to-face
learning and tutor/lecturer interaction show that a mixed method of DE delivery is a better
approach for broadening participation to the rural and estate areas in Sri Lanka. Increased
participation could be provided by ICT-based DE for the urban population, provided that it
was better targeted and that training in the use of the technology was provided for those that
needed it as well as entry requirements of sufficient resources (PC and home Internet
access).
A majority of the students owned computers and had Internet access, in a country where only
a fraction of people have access to these resources; many student households earned more
than the country‟s median household income, and the majority of students being Western
Province dwellers where only 28% of Sri Lankans reside, supports the conclusion that these
programmes are attended mainly by already privileged groups, validating the views
expressed by van Dijk (2005) and Norris (2001) that digital technologies benefits people
already possessing resources (Chapter 5), and Carr-Chellman‟s (2005b) and Zhang‟s (2005)
view that online education may increase the already existing inequalities (Chapter 4).
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In 2010, the OVU announced the discontinuation of its online DE programme, which was
often cited as one of the most successful programmes offered under the DEMP. Personal
communications revealed that the decision was partially based on financial grounds, showing
the grave errors made in planning the DEMP cashflow by over-estimating students‟ ability to
pay for NODES services. It also shows that in this instance the benefits of the programme
were outweighed by its drawbacks as has been revealed in this study.
Many of the findings of this research have been confirmed by the Asian Development Bank
(ADB), who found the DEMP to be „highly relevant‟ to Sri Lanka‟s strategies and vision but
admitted that the project had been „less effective‟, „less efficient‟ and „less likely
sustainable‟.
The project is rated less effective in achieving the outcome of developing distance
education to expand postsecondary school enrollment and help develop a modern,
highly skilled population. While the project succeeded in creating an impressive
platform for ICTbased [sic] postsecondary distance education, unless it is utilized
more widely and optimally, it is likely that necessary investments into hardware and
software upgrades will not occur, making the system obsolete and irrelevant within a
few years [...] The project is rated less efficient. [...] Certainly, the project has the
potential, at a low investment, to extend access to postsecondary education to a large
number of students that are unable to enter traditional education systems. As it
stands, the project facilities need to attract a larger number of students to become
fully viable [...]; the courses are not cost-effective and the course fees set by the
partner institutions have increased because of the fees payable to NODES [...]. [T]he
rate of return envisaged at appraisal is not likely to be achieved because of these
reasons, and especially because there are fewer project beneficiaries than projected
and thus fewer graduates [original emphasis] (Asian Development Bank 2011, p10).
This completion report also confirmed the findings of the research that there were fewer
students enrolling in programmes due to costly course fees, in turn caused by the high fees
charged by NODES, affecting the sustainability of the project. It shows that the quality
assurance targets have been achieved because the project delivered the document “National
Assessment and Accreditation Policy for Distance Higher Education” that also gained
international acceptance by the Commonwealth of Learning (Rama and Hope 2009). But this
research has shown serious flaws regarding quality in the implementation of ICT-enabled
DE programmes. The ADB‟s interpretation of sustainability is largely based on monetary
terms, while the educational perspective of sustainability also focuses on the quality of the
programme to service the students‟ needs and needs of the economy. If the qualifications
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gained are not recognized due to poor quality, this can result in fewer enrolments, leading to
a vicious cycle that undermines sustainability.
In addition to these findings of the ADB, this project, which was an in-depth case study,
identified further issues that need to be addressed such as quality assurance, language, access
to resources, location and digital literacy.

12.3 Recommendations
12.3.1

Quality Assurance

12.3.1.1 Materials


It is recommended that a quality control mechanism that would employ internal and/or
external reviewers to monitor the quality of materials before they are uploaded to
NODES servers be implemented.



The Ministry of Higher Education should make it mandatory for the DEMP to provide
periodical reports on student satisfaction surveys.



It should be mandatory for each institution offering programmes under the DEMP to
provide an introductory session to all registered students demonstrating the use of the
virtual learning platform (such as MoodleTM) that will be utilized in the programme
delivery.

12.3.1.2 Communications


A tracking system (such as JIRA® - http://www.atlassian.com/software/jira/) should be
implemented to track queries initiated by students. This system should be centrally
monitored to ensure that the agreed level of service (for example, a reply or an update
within 3 working days) is offered to distance students.



Programmes should publish not only the assignment due dates but also when feedback or
marks for the assignments can be expected. All staff should be advised to work towards
achieving these targets.
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12.3.1.3 Staff


NAC Staff should be provided with appropriate training and a handbook outlining the
policies and procedures. They should have access to a central service in order to clarify
issues, and the issues raised by NAC staff should be documented and addressed in future
training programmes.



It is recommended that individuals of high calibre should be recruited and trained to fill
tutor positions. Their training programme should include at least one online course. The
training should also introduce best practices and case studies.



Lecturers of conventional universities who wish to engage in DE should be required to
undergo training on the principles and practices of DE. This training should emphasise
the importance of professional conduct and should also introduce best practices.
Appropriate sections of the DEMP student satisfaction survey and the communication
report (recommended in 12.3.1.1) should be made available to lecturers as a mechanism
of feedback.

12.3.2


Access to Resources

The operational practices of NACs should be reviewed, and a more student-friendly
service considered, as well as a uniform code of practice for all centres developed.
Information leaflets with instructions, for example login processes and equipment
operation (such as photocopiers) should be made available at NACs.



Investigating the possibility of utilizing existing resources of state universities (such as
computer labs) during vacations and after hours is recommended.



Introducing e-resource library for online learners is recommended.



It is recommended that easy payment schemes and loan schemes be introduced to finance
purchasing of computers and Internet connections for students enrolled on DE
programmes.



It is recommended that a telecommunication infrastructure is set up in all rural areas to
support access to Internet; this could be achieved by making operating licences
conditional on serving rural areas.
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It is also recommended that a ceiling for charges on Internet access and printing be
introduced.



An investigating of voltage fluctuations in order to take corrective actions and a review
of maintenance practices and electricity prices are recommended.

12.3.3


Location

Prioritization of the development of transportation and data networks to service rural
communities is recommended.

12.3.4


Digital Literacy

Programmes for increasing digital literacy targeting pupils, teachers and university
students should be prioritized.



It is recommended that existing telecenters (including NACs) conduct digital literacy
programmes for the communities they are serving.

12.3.5


Language

The creation of meaningful content in local languages is essential to attract locals to use
computers and the Internet. It is recommended that student projects be promoted and
competitions held to encourage local language content creation.



Emphasizing the importance of English as a second language and allocating resources to
rural schools is recommended as a long-term solution in promoting digital resource use.

12.4 Reflections
The research project initially started with the ambitious aim of comparing the acceptance of
a DE degree by employers in Sri Lanka and in the UK. However, as time passed and through
participation in the Research Methods Programme (conducted by the Graduate School of the
University of Reading) the researcher realized that the best way to utilize her skills and
strengths within the time and resource constraints would be to concentrate on a research
project focusing on an under-researched area of DE in Sri Lanka, resulting in the conception
of the project idea.
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One important lesson learned on this journey is the value of personal contacts and
relationships. The initial plan to study three cases had to be revised as the researcher was
unable to gain access to one research setting. However, personal contacts in the other two
research settings enabled access to data sources that would otherwise have been impossible.
Another striking realization was the importance of quality Internet connectivity for research
purposes; that is our dependency on it as a resource. Although the researcher possessed an
ADSL connection (which most Sri Lankans aspire to) the speed of the connection was
unsatisfactory. An attempt to familiarize herself with SecondLife® was abandoned as the
response times were unacceptable. SkypeTM meetings conducted with her supervisors in the
UK had to be supported with instant messaging as the voice quality was poor.
The importance of health and wellbeing is another learning point of this research journey. By
committing to an appointment with a distinguished figure of Sri Lankan DE while
recovering from a previous infection, the researcher compromised her health and faced
serious repercussions. However, the researcher has no regrets because had she lost that
opportunity there would not have been another for her to meet this key person, who lives
overseas.
The researcher faced many challenges during the data collection in Sri Lanka. Conducting
interviews was a challenge because Sri Lankans in general do not abide by time
commitments. In interviewing educational authorities the researcher was bombarded with
issues that Walford (1994) had described in “Researching the Powerful in Education”; but
her awareness and preparation helped her to successfully tackle such instances. As in many
other developing countries, travelling took up large amounts of time; for example, travelling
72 miles from Galle to Colombo using public transport on a weekday generally took between
3 and 3.5 hours. Many of the authorities expected the researcher to meet them face-to-face
regularly to discuss matters that could easily have been resolved by email or telephone; thus
the researcher had to travel back and forth, in some instances just to obtain an appointment.
Working with a limited budget on her own during the data collection period meant that often
the researcher had to work long hours either printing questionnaires on a domestic printer
that did not support duplex printing, transcribing interviews in Sinhala with an unfamiliar
“Wijesekara” keyboard layout, or entering questionnaire data into spreadsheets. However,
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ultimately this enabled her to have a better feel for the data as she was immersed in every
step.
As the research progressed, a change in personal circumstances resulted in the researcher
taking a year off while on data collection in Sri Lanka. This break in the middle of data
collection did disrupt the flow but it nevertheless provided additional time to think, reflect
and plan the remaining part of the data collection. Returning from maternity leave, the
researcher had the most challenging task of balancing her personal duties and work duties.
This exercise allowed her to realize the dedication and stamina she possessed and increased
her self-confidence. Despite difficult times she managed to progress in her research and was
nominated to participate in the University‟s Women in Research project, which focused on
celebrating women in research who provided good female role models.
There are three main things that the researcher could have done differently had she had the
knowledge she possesses now with respect to the research setting. Firstly, had the researcher
lived in Colombo during the data collection period it would have saved a considerable
amount of time spent in transit, time that could have been used more productively. However,
with the limited budget it was not feasible to rent accommodation in Colombo. Living in
Galle with her parents not only saved accommodation costs but also time and resources that
would otherwise have been spent on childcare and domestic duties. The “Southern
Expressway” linking Galle and Kottawa (near Colombo), which was under construction at
the time of data collection, was opened on 27th November 2011 reducing travel time between
Galle and Colombo to just above 1 hour.
Secondly, the researcher did not plan to visit NODES centres or interview NODES staff as
part of her research. Had she possessed the knowledge of issues faced by students using
NACs she would have included NODES staff also in her sample. By the time the issues of
NACs surfaced it was too late to obtain permission as the system was highly bureaucratic. It
is worth noting here that the researcher‟s letters requesting an interview with the same
authority went unanswered; only through the intervention of another powerful figure in Sri
Lankan HE, who was genuinely interested in the research, was access granted. Thus it is
possible that access would not have been granted even if permission had been sought earlier.
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Thirdly, while analysing the data the researcher identified the usefulness of more
background data (such as the number of credits taken per semester) had this been collected.
In some interviews it was revealed that students regarded their study as part-time, even
though they were taking the equivalent credits to full-time study. The part-time full-time
distinction for them was based on the fact that they were employed full-time while studying.
However it was not possible to further analyse these claims as the data for such analysis was
not collected. On the other hand, it must also be acknowledged that the questionnaire was
already 7 pages in length and a further increase in the length could have affected the
response rate.

12.5 Limitations and Further Work
The research concentrated on two universities that offered DE degrees using ICTs.
Therefore, generalizations about the whole state university DE system in Sri Lanka cannot
be made. However, there is now a basis for understanding the contemporary situation of the
Sri Lankan state university DE system with regard to the use of ICTs for delivery, thus
providing a basis for possible prediction. Similar research can be undertaken in the future in
other settings to extend this knowledge. Similarly research in other developing countries
would enable comparative studies that would inform regional policies and donor agencies.
In each case study students who remained in the study programme were the participants.
This limits the insight into issues that were faced by students who initially registered but
dropped out later on. It should also be acknowledged that the study sample was mostly
Sinhalese speakers. Many small-scale research studies with limited time and resources face
similar issues of not being able to identify problems faced by non-participants. A larger
study in the future could focus on not only the drop-outs but also on potential students in
order to obtain a more holistic view.
This research revealed that students registered for online programmes due to previous lack of
opportunity to engage in HE. However, the data were not sufficient to tease out whether it
would be in-person part-time programmes, online part-time programmes or another form of
study that would best serve this target group. This would be an interesting avenue to explore
in further work.
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The research has shown a gender difference in the frequency of use of computers, but
possible causes for this observation were not explored. This area of research would be
important to pursue in examining equality in access and certainly would be an area for
further inquiry.
Initial investigations on student ambitions suggested that the majority of students were
seeking postgraduate degrees, while a minority was interested in overseas employment and
migration. Advancing this line of investigation would allow a better understanding of the
potential for a brain drain from Sri Lanka, an important political debate.

12.6 Contribution to Knowledge
As discussed earlier in Chapter 7, there has been no official analysis of the impact of study
programmes introduced under the DEMP; thus this project is one of the first to examine the
implementation issues of ICT-enabled DE programmes, especially comparing two cases
where one is an established DE provider and the other has only recently ventured into DE.
The methodology used in this research establishes the applicability of multiple case studies
using an ethnographic approach in the Sri Lankan DE system. It also demonstrates its
appropriateness to research the experiences of distant students.
The research established that ICT-enabled programmes are appealing to a segment of the
population who are already privileged. As discussed in Chapter 10 the other study (Liyanage
2009) that observed NODES programmes considered monthly income of the respondent (the
student) if they were employed; thus does not provide sufficient data to argue that the
programmes were especially appealing to specific income groups because many Sri Lankan
students depend on parental income until they find employment (after graduation). Because
this research used household income as a variable, the data can be compared with average
and median household incomes of the country to provide an accurate broader interpretation.
Thus this research provides a unique contribution by showing that students from affluent
families are the major recipients of ICT-enhanced educational delivery.
Establishing that the OVU external students were denied library facilities when educational
authorities were envisioning resource-sharing for maximum benefit was another important
contribution of the study, which shed light on the „implementation gap‟ that was not reported
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elsewhere. This study is also one of the first to show the shortcomings of the OVU DE
programme, which was generally accepted to be a good programme offered under the
DEMP; however entry to the online programme has been discontinued since.
The research has showed how important social interaction is for distance learning students in
Sri Lanka, thus validating Vygotsky‟s perspective on learning development centred on the
importance of social interaction in the teaching and learning context. It also demonstrated the
importance of mixed method delivery in Sri Lanka to introduce learners to other learners
who then supported each other, possibly reducing the dropout rates.
The research further contributed to the body of knowledge by demonstrating the importance
of staff training and preparation for distance educational practices when they are moving
from a traditional educational environment to DE.
In conclusion, this research has shown that although ICT-enabled DE has the potential to
increase access to HE, the present implementation of the system in Sri Lanka has been less
than successful because of the lack of coordination; the lack of well trained teachers,
especially contributing to the lack of quality materials; an inadequate infrastructure,
especially with respect to divides between urban and rural areas; the lack of digital literacy
and knowledge of English; and the lack of disposable income to afford ICT equipment and
connectivity. Unless Sri Lanka addresses these issues effectively through a systematic
policy, it compromises its ability to be a full participant in the highly competitive KE of the
21st century era of globalization.
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Sri Lanka in the World Map
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Administrative Districts
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State Universities
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Information Sheet – English
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Information Sheet – Sinhala
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Consent Form – English
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Consent Form – Sinhala
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Appendix - H

Sample Invitation Letter

Tharindu Rekha Liyanagunawardena,
School of Systems Engineering,
University of Reading,
Whitenights,
RG6 6AY,
UK
01st July 2009

The Vice Chancellor,

Dear Prof. de Silva,
Seeking permission to study Open University as a case in the PhD research project
I am Tharindu Liyanagunawardena a student from University of Reading interested in
researching about the impact of ICTs on Distance Education in Sri Lanka. I wrote to you
earlier regarding the same and your encouraging email was a great strength for me.
My research is hoped to grant a better understanding of contemporary situation in Sri Lanka
with respect to ICT enhanced distance education programs by amalgamating policy
developers‟, implementers‟ and users‟ perspectives.
My application has been reviewed by the University Research Ethics Committee and has been
given a favourable ethical opinion for conduct. I have been waiting to contact you officially
until I gained the University Research Ethics Committee approval. Herewith I am enclosing a
short Project Description [Information Sheet].
The commitment I would require from the University would be to interview several staff
members (maximum 10), to interview several students (maximum 15), advertise my research
project for recruiting participants, to allow me access to details of ICT resource usage, and
characteristics of students gaining access to Higher Education through the Open University
courses. I can guarantee that my research work would not disturb staff members or any other
function at the Open University.
I am sending this request through my supervisors Dr. Andrew Adams from the School of
Systems Engineering and Prof. Naz Rassool from the Institutes of Education, University of
Reading.
A research project on Sri Lankan Distance Education without considering Open University, the
pioneer in Distance Education in Sri Lanka, would be of little significance as it is the largest
provider of Distance Education in the country. Hence, Open University as a case study is really
important for my research project and my future career. I do hope you would consider my
request favourably.
Many thanks in advance,
Yours Sincerely
Tharindu Liyanagunawardena
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Supporting Supervisory Letter
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Student Details Request Sheet
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Appendix - K

Sample Interview Guide – Student

1. Increasingly universities use ICTs for learning programmes. Why do you think ICT is
introduced this way? ( for discussion: cost cutting; make learning material available
24/7; to be abreast with the rest of the world; to enhance student experience; quality;
pass costs to students; to reach disadvantaged students in rural areas, the poor, disabled,
other)
2. Do you think use of ICT is important for higher education? Why?
3. Course materials can be made available anywhere anytime using technology. For
example, course material on MoodleTM is accessible any time anywhere as long as you
can connect to the Internet. Is this important for you? Why?
4. What are your thoughts on the use of technology and costs?
5. What are your thoughts on online discussion forums?
6. It is believed that people with disabilities and people living in rural areas will benefit
from the introduction of ICT to HE especially to Distance Education programmes,
because now they will be able to access course material without coming to the
university. What are your thoughts on this?
7. Can you briefly describe the experience you had with the Learning management
System?
8. What do you think the most useful purpose of ICTs for learning?
9. Have you or your friends have encountered any problems with the use of ICTs?
(ownership of computers, Internet access)
10. What are the purposes you use computers and the Internet? (Entertainment, find
information, educational purposes, relaxation, communication)
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Student Questionnaire – English
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Appendix - M

Student Questionnaire – Sinhala
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Appendix - N

Questionnaire Answer Coding

Section 1 – Degree Program Details

1. University: University of Moratuwa / Open University / Other (please specify)
UOM
= University of Moratuwa
OU
= Open University
2. Name of Degree Program
Science = Bachelor of Science
BSE
= Bachelor of Software Engineering
Technology
= Bachelor of Technology
Engineering
= Bachelor of Engineering
BIT
= Bachelor of Information Technology
3. Year of study
1st Year
2nd Year
3rd Year
4th Year

=1
=2
=3
=4

4. Here are some common reasons for selecting external degree programs. Please rate
each statement based on how agreeable it is for you using the following scale. For
example, if you think the statement is completely agreeable, please tick (√) ‘very
strongly agree’; if you think the statement is not agreeable at all, please tick ‘very
strongly disagree’. If however you think it is somewhere in between, then please tick
the one that best describes how agreeable it is to you.
Very Strongly Agree
=1
Strongly Agree
=2
Agree
=3
Disagree
=4
Strongly Disagree
=5
Very Strongly Disagree = 6
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strongly
agree

agree

disagree

strongly
disagree

very
strongly
disagree

a. I did not get my preferred course at the
course selection
b. I did not get my preferred university at
the university selection
c. The fees for this course is affordable
d. I wanted a part time course that can
accommodate my other commitments
e. I wanted to study independently in my
own time
f. Difficulty / an unwillingness to attend
regular classes
g. There is a regional centre/ private tuition
class that supports learners
h. I do this course partly or wholly because
of the use of ICTs in teaching
i. I won a scholarship that covers my course
fees for this course
j. Other (please specify)

very
strongly
agree
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1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1
1

2
2

3
3

4
4

5
5

6
6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

5. a. Does your course offer face to face learning sessions?
Yes
=1
No
=2
b. If “yes” how often?
.....................................................................................................................................................
6. Do you attend any private tuition (extra classes) to prepare for this course?
Yes
=1
No
=2
7. a. If “Yes” why do you think these classes are required?
.....................................................................................................................................................
b. If there was no private tuition (extra classes) supporting your program, would you
have still considered registering for this program?
Yes
=1
No
=2
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Section 2 – Use of ICT in Programs and Your Views

1. My course uses (select all that apply)
a. Regular TV Programs
b. Regular Radio Programs
c. Face to Face classes
d. Printed Notes and Handouts
e.
Dedicated
Learning
Management System(Moodle)

f. CD with all content
g. Audio/ Video cassettes
h. Dedicated Website
i. Discussion forums (online discussions)
j. email communication for notices,
assignment submissions, etc

2. Universities increasingly are using ICTs to deliver/enhance their learning programs.
Why do you think ICT is introduced this way? The following are some commonly
stated reasons. Please rate each statement based on how agreeable it is to you using
the following scale.

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
disagree

Very
strongest
disagree

a. Cost cutting
b. Make learning materials available
24hours a day and 7 days a week
c. To be abreast with the rest of the
world
d. To enhance the quality of the
course
e. To enhance student experience
(for example, creating a community
of learners with online discussion
forums)
f. To reach disadvantaged students
(for example, students in rural
areas and disabled who find it
difficult to attend classes)
g. Other: please specify

Strongly
agree

=1
=2
=3
=4
=5
=6
Very
strongly
agree

Very Strongly Agree
Strongly Agree
Agree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
Very Strongly Disagree

1
1

2
2

3
3

4
4

5
5

6
6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6
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3. Course materials can be made available anywhere (accessing them from the
university, at home, even when you are in another country etc) and any time
(accessing them during working hours or even in the night) using technology. For
example, course material on a Learning Management System such as Moodle is
accessible any time anywhere as long as you can connect to the Internet.
a. (i) Do you think it is essential to have anytime access to course materials using
ICTs such as recorded lectures, online course materials, etc?
Yes
=1
No
=2
(ii) Why? ………………………………………………………………………………………………

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6
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Very
strongly
disagree

Disagree

a. The use of ICT improves communication and
interaction
b. The use of ICT has improved my interaction
with others on my course
c. The use of ICT has improved interaction
between me and my course lecturers
d. ICT is helping me to take part actively in my
study program
e. I think ICT as a communication tool is more
useful for course administrators than for
learners
f. Although there is lot of encouragement to use
educational technology, I personally feel face to
face learning is a superior experience

Strongly
disagree

Agree

1

Very
strongly
agree

Strongly
agree

b. (i) Do you think it is essential to have anywhere access to course materials
using ICTs?
Yes
=1
No
=2
(ii) Why? ……………………………………………………………………………………………………
4. Here are some statements about the use of ICT in education. Please rate each
statement based on how agreeable it is to you using the following scale.
Very Strongly Agree
=1
Strongly Agree
=2
Agree
=3
Disagree
=4
Strongly Disagree
=5
Very Strongly Disagree = 6

Disagree

Strongly
disagree

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

m. Using Online learning and computer based
learning can limit students who are unable to
afford them
n. In my opinion using ICT as optional means (if
students are able to use them, they can make use
of it) rather than making it compulsory for
everyone in a course is a more reasonable
approach
o. Using computers and electronic resources for
learning is difficult if you are not competent in
English
p. I am concerned that using computers and
electronic resources will affect my learning
because there are not many resources available
in Sinhala/Tamil (local languages) at the moment

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6
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Very
strongly
disagree

Agree

g. I have serious concerns about the
quality/acceptability of Internet based (Online)
degree programs
h. If the degree program I am registered on is also
offered fully Online, I think it should have the
same recognition as my current degree
i. It is important to use electronic sources
because they are more up-to-date than books
j. Using new technology for learning is more fun
than traditional face to face learning
k. To use ICTs for educational purposes, you
have to have a thorough
knowledge of
computing
l. Using TV or Radio programs for educational
programs is a good idea because it can easily
reach many people

Very
strongly
agree

Strongly
agree
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Section 3 – Your use of ICT for Learning

1. Please indicate how often you have used the following resources relating to your
course.
Daily
=1
More than once a week
=2
Once a week
=3
Less than once a week
=4
Never
=5
Course does not use this
=6
2. Which resources do you prefer most for studying? and why?
Printed notes/ Digital copies of lecture notes/ Audio recorded lectures/ video
recorded lectures /educational TV telecasts/ educational Radio broadcasts
Printed Notes
=1
Digital copies of lecture notes = 2
Audio recorded lectures
=3
Video recorded lectures
=4
Educational TV telecasts
=5
Educational Radio broadcasts = 6
Why? ................................................................................................................................
3. Rank your preferred method of communicating with fellow students in your study
program giving 1 for the most preferred method, 2 for next and so on.
Rank

a. Phone (SMS or telephone call)
b. Email
c. Social networking sites (Facebook, Twitter, Yahoo or Google Groups)
d. Moodle discussion forums
e. Meeting them face to face
f. Other: please specify

4. Have you ever contacted your course administrators using ICT?
Yes
=1
No
=2
If “yes” how did you contact them?
................................................................................
5. Have you ever contacted your course lecturer using ICT?
Yes
=1
No
=2
If “yes” how did you contact him/her? ....................................................................................
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6. If you have a problem relating to course material, how do you clarify them? Rank the
following according to your choice, 1 for the most preferred 2 for next and so on. If
you would not consider a listed method please leave them blank.
Rank

a. Talk to friends
b. Ask the lecturer
c. Post a question on a discussion forum
d. Try to find the answer by myself
e. Ignore it
f. Other: please specify

7. How often do you contribute to online discussions relating to your course?
Almost all discussions
=1
Several discussions
=2
Once or twice (rarely)
=3
Never
=4
I am not aware of online discussions relating to my course = 5
My course does not use online discussion
=6
Section 4 – Opportunities for using ICT

the Internet because I think it is important

376

Very
strongly
agree

Strongly
agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
disagreed

a. Considering an average Sri Lankan’s income,
buying and maintaining a computer at home is quite
expensive
b. Considering an average Sri Lankan’s income,
having Internet access to a home computer is also
expensive
c. I do not think it is essential to have access to a
computer for learning purposes
d. I do not think it is essential to have access to
Internet for learning purposes
e. I would spend time learning on computers and

Very
strongest
disagree

1. The following are some statements about access to computers and the Internet. Please
rate each statement based on how agreeable it is for you using the following scale.
Very Strongly Agree
=1
Strongly Agree
=2
Agree
=3
Disagree
=4
Strongly Disagree
=5
Very Strongly Disagree = 6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6
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2. I use the Computer
Every day
=1
Less than once a week
=4
Several times a week = 2
Never
=5
Once a week
=3
I don’t want to use a computer
=6
3. Do you have a computer at home?
Yes
=1
No
=2
a. If “Yes”, do you also have a printer?
Yes
=1
No
=2
b. If you do not have a computer at home, is there a regional centre, a library or an
Internet cafe where you can use a computer?
Yes
=1
No
=2
4. How often do you access the Internet?
Every day
=1
Several times a week = 2
Once a week
=3

Less than once a week
=4
Never
=5
I don’t want to use Internet
=6

5. If you have access to the Internet, please state where you access the Internet (tick as
many as applicable)
At home
=1
Library or Public access point = 4
At work
=2
Educational institute
=5
Friend/relative’s place
=3
Internet Cafe
=6
6. If you have internet access at home what is the connection type?
Dial up (using landline or CDMA) = 1
GPRS access using mobile phone = 3
BroadBand (ADSL, 3G)
=2
Other ....................................................... = 4
7. Please indicate your ability to use the following programs to carry out the types of
tasks shown.
Can do by myself
=1
Can do with some help
=2
Never done this before
=3
Not sure
=4
I don’t think I can do this
=5
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Can do by
myself

Can do
with
some
help

Never
done this
before

Not sure

I don’t
think I
can do
this
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1
1

2
2

3
3

4
4

5
5

1
1

2
2

3
3

4
4

5
5

a. Creating folders and managing files
b. Using a word processor software to
create a document
c. Sending an email with an attachment
d. Using a search engine to find degree
programs offered by the National
Online Distance Education Service

8. Have you encountered any difficulties using computers/Internet for your study
programme? ..........................................................................................................................................
Please add further comments/ suggestions:

Section 5 – Information about you

1. I am :
Male
Female

=1
=2

2. I am ........................ years old
3. I am a:
Full time student
Part time student

=1
=2

4. Are you registered for any other degree program?
Yes
=1
No
=2
5. Are you in employment at the moment?
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Yes
No

=1
=2

If “Yes” where are
...................................................

you

working

and

what

is

your

designation?

6. How would you categorize your English language proficiency?
Excellent
=1
Good
=2
Average
=3
Poor
=4
Very Poor
=5
Reading
Listening
Writing
Speaking
7. I am :
Single
Married

Excellent
1

Good
2

Average
3

Poor
4

Very Poor
5

1
1
1

2
2
2

3
3
3

4
4
4

5
5
5

=1
=2

8. What is the total monthly income of your family in Rs?
Less than 5,000 = 1
5,001 – 10,000 = 2
10,001 – 15,000 = 3

15,001 – 20,000 = 4
20,001 – 25,000 = 5
25,001 – 30,000 = 6

30,001 – 35,000 = 7
35,001 – 40,000 = 8
Above 40,001 = 9

9. Where do you live? (please specify the town/district) ....................................................
10. What do you hope to do after completing this course? (select all that apply)
Find a job in Colombo
=1
Seek employment in other cities = 2
Seek employment abroad
=3

Apply for migration
=4
Seek opportunities for further education = 5
Other .....................................................
=6
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Sample Interview Transcript –

English
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Sample Interview Transcript –

Sinhala
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Appendix - Q

Data Collection Summary

Questionnaires

Interviews

No

Number of Interviews = 6
Ministry of Higher Education
University Grants Commission
National Educations Commission
Distance Education Modernization
Project

Usable – 33
(Printed – 30, Email – 3)

14 interviews and 1 group interview
Interviewees:
Number of individuals – 14
Students – 8
Tutors –2
Others – 4 (CDL Authorities,
Administrators, Module
Coordinators, Librarian)
(Includes more than one interview
with same person)

Educational
Authorities

Orange Valley
University

Printed questionnaires were
distributed at the CDL for the
first cohort of students enrolled
in the degree program.

Usable – 96
(Printed – 90, Email – 6)
Yellow Fields
University

Printed questionnaires were
distributed at two different
locations on four different days.

13 interviews and 1 group interview
Interviewees:
Number of individuals – 16
Students – 10
Lecturers – 5
Other – 1
(Includes more than one interview
with same person)
Individual Interviews – 33
Group interviews – 2
Number of Individuals – 36

129
Total
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Appendix - R

Interviewee Locations
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Appendix - S

NODES Access Centre Usage Statistics
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Appendix - T

Sri Lanka Statistical Abstracts

Computer Ownership Statistics
Desktop (%)
2004

2006/07

2009

Urban
Rural
Estate

3.8
10.5
3.1
0.3

8.2
17.8
6.9
1.1

10.6
23.6
9.2
3.1

Desktop or
Laptop
2009
11.4
26.3
9.8
3.3

Province
Western
Central
Southern
Eastern
North-western
North-central
Uwa
Sabarabamuwa

8.4
3.3
2.2
1.2
3.1
1.4
0.4
2.0

16.4
6.7
4.9
3.7
4.8
2.7
2.7
3.3

19.0
9.7
6.6
5.8
6.9
6.1
4.6
7.3

20.7
10.4
7.2
5.9
7.1
6.8
4.9
7.5

Sector/Province
Sri Lanka

Percentage of computer owned households by Sector and Province

Source: Department of Census and Statistics Sri Lanka (2009). "Computer Literacy Survey 2009." from http://www.statistics.gov.lk/CLS/BuletinComputerLiteracy_2009.pdf.

Households with Electricity
Sector

Households with
Electricity (%)
85.1
96.5
83.2
84.0

Sri Lanka
Urban
Rural
Estate

Source: Department of Census and Statistics Sri Lanka, Household Income and Expenditure
Survey 2009/10 – Preliminary Report
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Population Distribution
Population
%
Sri Lanka*
16,929,689
100.00
Urban
2,467,301
14.57
Rural
13,547,710
80.03
Estate
914,678
5.40
* only 18 districts considered
Urban
Rural
Estate
Population
%
Population
%
Population
%
Colombo 1,229,572 54.62 1,014,388 45.06
7314
0.32
Kalutara
113,188
10.62
915,477
85.86
37,574
3.52
Gampaha
300,933
14.58 1,762,028 85.38
723
0.04
Source: Department of Census and Statistics Sri Lanka – Census of Population & Housing

Monthly Household Income – 2009/10
Sector/ Province/ District

Mean (Rs.)

Median (Rs.)

Sri Lanka
36451
23746
Urban
47783
31000
Rural
35228
23126
Estate
24162
17366
Western Province
47118
30600
Colombo
51070
34186
Gampaha
48870
29821
Kalutara
35780
27511
Central
31895
21410
Kandy
33063
22450
Matale
30013
18606
Nuwara Eliya
31029
21431
Southern
32514
23253
Galle
31376
21886
Marara
30980
23048
Hambantota
36879
26406
Uva
28717
19761
Badulla
32313
20982
Moneragala
22161
17226
Source: Department of Census and Statistics Sri Lanka – Household Income and Expenditure
Survey – 2009/10
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