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Abstract— Online education using information technology is an 

extension of classical education that brings higher education 

(university education) to the communities. The use of information 

technology and its efficacy for distance education in this region 

(Pacific Islands) is not widely reported. In this study, a purposely 

designed questionnaire with four open-ended questions was hand-

delivered to two focus groups of 180 students each (360 students) at 

the PNG University of Technology over three years (2017–2019) to 

determine the popularity of online and curiosity of on-campus 

learning among distance education students at the PNG University of 

Technology. The four open-ended questions were designed to show 

the popularity and curiosity of two modes of delivery, online and 

blended, and their efficacies. Nearly 60% of the young students 

showed online education is popular compared to 38% of the mature 

students with most of them (55%) demonstrating online education is a 

suitable mode of delivery in distance education. Demographic 

separation of the data indicated 15–30% of the female students 

thought a blended mode is suitable, compared to 60–80% who 

recommended against it. A similar number of male students (70–

75%) pointed out that the blended mode cannot be recommended to 

future distance education students because many higher education 

institutions are incapable of running concurrently their regular 

programs. In all, 60–75% of the respondents indicated providing 

online education is bringing university education to the communities, 

therefore, an important community service. 

 

Keywords— Blended delivery mode, distance education, higher 

education, online education, PNG. 

I. INTRODUCTION  

In light of revolution in information and communication 

technologies (ICT), distance education has evolved as a 

solution to a diverse range of inequalities. The general 

anticipation is that adopting an online form of educational 

delivery enhances the accessibility of university education 

(Lee, 2020), with ICT supporting learning processes that are 

not available in various ways education (Online Learning Task 

Force, 2011), e.g. access to learning, better allocation of 

teaching resources and deeper learning (Rosenberg, 2001; 

Johnson, 2003; Martin, 2009; Lee 2017). Distance education 

to online education dates back to the mid-1800s (Verduin & 

Clark, 1991), where open universities thought providing 

educational opportunities to those unable to attend face-to-face 

programs offered by traditional campus-based universities a 

sense of community service (Wedemeyer, 1981). In the 

University of London, such as external degree programs were 

offered to correspondence students in 1858, targeting women 

and minorities (Haughey, 2010). In the US, the first 

correspondence program started in 1873 when Anna Ticknor, 

a woman educator, wanted to enroll women across social 

classes and geographical boundaries (Agassiz, 1971; 

Bergmann, 2001). Towards the end of the 1800s, a vast group 

of distance students was provided correspondence teaching by 

universities in the UK and the US as part of university 

extension. The targets were underserved populations including 

women and blue-collar workers (Trachey & Richey, 2005). 

Throughout the 1900s, more open universities were 

established across the globe with the aim of providing 

accessible higher education (HE) (Peters, 2008) using 

affordable ICT (Guri-Rosenblit, 2009a). 

In the late 1980s and onward, a number of universities in 

PNG established distance education programs – Department of 

Open and Distance Learning (DODL) at PNG University of 

Technology, College of Distance Education (CODE) at 

University of Papua New Guinea, Distance and Open 

Learning (DOL) at University of Goroka, Flexible Learning 

Centre at Divine Word University and Department of Self 

Education (DOSE) at PNG University of Natural Resources 

and Environment. Whilst many programs target post-

secondary students, programs in post-college or undergraduate 

studies are taking momentum, for example, Department of 

Agriculture at The PNG University of Technology offers a 

Bachelor of Agriculture and Rural Development (BARD). 

PNG universities use a “blended delivery mode” (BDM) 

involving face-to-face classes as well as a study away 

component to the “distance education students (DES). The 

BDM, however, has become a concern for the elite 

universities in PNG and the DES from the communities. 

Figure 1 shows some of these concerns of the BDM from the 

distance education providers and the DES points of view, e.g. 

security concerns of female DES. 
The common perception is that HE provides knowledge 

and skills that equip graduates to get a paid job and help 

transform societies by understanding problems faced by the 

societies. In the recent past, the unemployment of graduates of 

HE has risen and is continuing because of various reasons. 

Employers have begun to think that content and the teaching 

approaches of HE institutions are too theoretical, making HE 

graduates unmarketable or inexperienced, needing further 
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training for work suitability at the employers‟ expenses. Many 

HE settings and their facilities are not proportionate to full-

time students or DES. The classroom and laboratory facilities 

are small and the equipment found in them for skills training 

are out of date or not available, and if available, not enough or 

not in working conditions. The small classroom spaces and 

limited facilities are complicated by a lack of sufficient and 

adequately trained faculties to teach many students. Library 

facilities are not modern, limited in stock and out-dated, and 

even computers are a few with no internet connections. Lack 

of state-of-the-art facilities, maintenance of deteriorating, and 

the development of new facilities are wholly due to continuous 

cuts in funding from the government. Because of the general 

economic situation and availability of limited funds, HE in 

PNG is unable to meet developmental needs. Increasing 

tuition addresses part of the financial issues but makes the 

society to see such HE institutions as expensive and not 

community-oriented. Hike in tuition fee has even resulted in 

riots, strikes, and boycotts in PNG HE, and such action by HE 

administration became political, and have to be changed under 

political influence and intervention.  

 

Figure 1. Barriers to blended delivery mode of distance education. 

 

The general members of the society, e.g. the working 

adults and private citizens are preoccupied with obligations 

(e.g. work and parenthood) and are often busy attending face-

to-face classes through the BDM. Most members of the 

communities are dropouts of primary education, upper 

primary, secondary or college graduates, making some of 

them incapable of attending classes conducted by university 

faculties who are used to lectures in university settings. 

Communities want to stay close to their families and within 

their cycle of influence in the community settings. Most 

classes in distance education are conducted after hours (past 4 

pm) because of the unavailability of lecturers or contracted 

secondary and college teachers doing their full-time jobs 

during working hours. In addition, classrooms and support 

facilities like the library and computer laboratories are 

occupied during the working hours and not opened to the 

DES, and often many times, teachers are unavailable for 

consultation because of engagement with secondary or 

university full-time students.  In addressing these needs, 

making information relevant to community livelihood, e.g. 

appropriate technologies for mitigating climate change, 

available for common use is bringing education (knowledge) 

to the needy, at the same time an act of community service. 

Not only is that providing education is a community 

obligation, a conduit for the HE-community relationship to 

foster research, extension, and development. The traditional 

HE settings meant for face-to-face teaching or distance 

education is unable to achieve most of these importance of the 

communities. 

This study was conducted to determine the popularity of 

online and curiosity of on-campus learning among two focus 

groups (upper secondary and diploma graduate) DES of The 

PNG University of Technology with two goals. The first was 

to establish the most popular mode of delivery of distance 

education among DES and the second was to show whether 

providing distance education online by HE institutions is a 

community service. 

II. METHODOLOGY 

Study Design  

Phenomenology, a quantitative research design 

(phenomenon research design, PRD), was used to determine 

the understanding of DES about the distance education 
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provided to them by the PNG University of Technology, 

Papua New Guinea. The PRD was intended to show the 

perceptions and experiences by allowing individuals to reflect 

on the phenomenon and answer four basic questions asked 

through an open-ended questionnaire. The opinions of the 

DES studying by distance education were treated as the 

phenomena of the DES of distance education provided by the 

PNG University of Technology.  

Target Groups 

The study was conducted using two focus DES groups. 

The first group was upper secondary school dropouts 

upgrading their grades at the Department of Open and 

Distance Learning (DODL). This group is mainly made up of 

upper secondary students (20–30 years) and have a limited 

understanding of online education. These students are enrolled 

to upgrade low grades to meet HE admission requirements. 

The second group was made up of mature (30–≥35 years) and 

experienced students doing Bachelor of Science in Agriculture 

and Rural Development (BARD), a degree program offered by 

the Department of Agriculture. The BARD students hold a 

Diploma in Agriculture from various colleges or universities 

in PNG. BARD students are enrolled to advance their 

knowledge and skills needed in the industry to stay 

competitive at work, especially with the crop of fresh 

graduates coming from the HE institutions. All the participants 

who took part were registered, full-time DES in the two 

departments from between 2017–2019. The strategic areas, 

under which the questions were derived from, in line with the 

aims, were fourfold: 

 

Figure 2. The strategic areas in (i) barriers and enablers of BDM and online education of distance education and (ii) the importance of the two to the community 
(DES). 

 

Corresponding to the strategic areas, most studies in the 

literature (e.g. Rogers, 2000; Pajo and Wallace, 2001; Al-

Senaidi et al., 2009) concentrated on identifying barriers of 

online education, such as those shown in Fig. 1. Recently, a 

number of studies pointed out studying the barriers as well as 

the enablers are important (e.g. Jasinski, 2006; 

Samarawickrema & Stacy, 2007). This paper is based on a 

single case study using the two focus groups using data 

collected from them and analysis of publications on HE in 

developing countries. The data collected were systematically 

arranged and clearly put into perspectives, with discussions 

supported by information from the synthesis of the literature. 

Closer attention was paid to enablers and challenges of HE in 

developing countries using the PNG context and what needs to 

be done to improve it. One important aspect of the study is 

that it only concentrated on the aspects of students, “young 

and inexperienced” and “mature and experienced”, as the main 

stakeholder of HE, e.g. the universities. The author‟s 

experiences as an academic for nearly 13 years makes the 

synthesis of students‟ responses and the analysis of the 

literature a wholesome presentation for the wider readership. 

The study was done based on four key questions 

designed around strategic areas shown in Fig. 2 that are typical 

of universities in developing countries. All the students were 

asked to give at least five bullet points to support their choice 

of answers to the questions. The four questions from which 

data were collected were: 

1. Is BDM or Online Education ideal for DES? 

2. Do you think the BDM needs to be replaced with Online 

Education? 

3. Based on your answers to questions 1 and 2, would you 

recommend BDM to future DES? 

4. Is providing distance education by HE a community 

service? 

All the participants were studying using a “BDM” when 

the study was conducted and only attending to face-to-face 

classes on scheduled days. The DODL students were staying 

at home all the time whilst the BARD students resided on 

campus to attend the face-to-face classes. A total of 360 

students, 180 DODL and 180 BARD participated in the study 

(Table 1), with 50% of them in the first year and the other 

50% in the last year, respectively. Sixty students (50% male 

and 50% female) each responded to the same questions each 
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year. The students were asked to voluntarily and anonymously 

complete the open-ended questionnaire containing the four 

questions and return within a period of seven days by 

dropping it off in an assignment box to maintain the 

anonymity of the data sources. The same questions were asked 

over the period of three years, making n = 3 number of 

responses to a question. The total number (n) of responses 

obtained were pooled, average (x ) taken as shown by Eqn. 1 

and recorded (Table 1). Based on the total number of 

participants and N, the final responses (%) were calculated. 

More than 98% of the questionnaire was completely filled and 

returned on time, and only 2% was not filled properly, or 

returned late were not considered, making the total responses 

to be less than 100%, e.g. 98.6% to Question 1 (Table 1). 

 
Table 1. Summary of responses of the focus groups over the three years. 

 
2017 2018 2019 Total Average Response 

DODL BARD DODL BARD DODL BARD (n) (x ) (%) 

1 60 60 56 60 59 60 355 59.17 98.61 

2 60 58 60 60 58 56 352 58.67 98.78 
3 60 60 55 60 60 60 355 59.17 98.61 

4 58 57 59 60 60 58 352 58.67 98.78 

The age range of the students were from between 20–30 and 30 – ≥35 years, respectively. 

 

Data Collection and Analysis  

A semi-structured questionnaire, issued to individuals of 

the two focus groups was used to collect the data. Issuing the 

questionnaire to the DES was ideal since face-to-face 

interview was not possible with all the participants being day 

students. This approached further provided flexibility and 

amble time for the students to provide the responses from their 

own settings and timing. All the participants were made 

known the aim of study and participation was voluntary. The 

answers provided by the DES participants were analysed by 

describing them. The descriptive analysis method was used to 

interpret the data as per the predetermined theme. Similarly, 

descriptive statistical analysis of the data were done using 

Statistix 10 Statistical Software, Tallahassee FL, USA. Basic 

descriptive statistics (sample mean, standard deviation and 

standard error) were calculated, respectively, using the 

software as:  

1. Sample mean  

x    ((Σxi ) ÷ n)  (1) 
where x    mean of responses, Σxi is sum of the responses and 

n = total number of individual responses. For instance, x  

shown in Table 2.  

2. Pooled sample standard deviation    

2 2 2
1 1 2 2 3 3 1 2 3[(  – 1 )s )  (n  – 1 )s )  (n  – 1 )s )  (       –  3)]n n n n        (2) 

„δ‟ is the pooled sample standard deviation, „n1‟, „n2‟ and 

„n3‟are the sizes of the 2017, 2018 and 2019 samples that were 

being pooled.  The „s1
2
‟, „s2

2
‟ and „s3

3
‟ terms are variances of 

the 2017, 2018 and 2019 samples, respectively. 

3. Standard error (SE) 

SE = 
 

√ 
  (3) 

„SE‟ is standard error of sample, „δ‟ is sample standard 

deviation from (2), and „n‟ is number of samples.   

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The data collected were interpreted by “explanations” 

related to and within the framework of the research questions, 

and these explanations are presented in this section. Where the 

data are not presented as explanations, the responses are 

expressed as percentage or in basic descriptive statistics 

(mean, standard deviation and standard error) to explain the 

data more clearly. The data collected, where relevant, have 

been organised into data tables and figures. 

Suitability of delivery modes for PNG DES – BDM vs Online 

Education (Question 1)   

In PNG, the majority of the people have access to the latest 

gadgets, especially school-age children and younger adults, 

and there is almost a laptop within all family units who has a 

member of the family as a student. In the late 1990s, mobile 

phones were owned by a few, and computers were limited to 

offices and assigned computer laboratories in private or 

government schools. Internet facilities were only available in 

workplaces, making information use through this facility hard 

and people have to make time available to visit libraries, often 

with difficulty because of limited availability, near rural 

settings. Nowadays, access to speedy internet through widely 

used “external modems and WiFi networks” is making access 

to information databases available at the fingertips for those 

who need them, making textbooks, journals, and other print 

material from a library “needs of the past” (Bogdanvic, 2012). 

These are the probable reasons why 58% of the DES thought 

distance education is suitable for them (Table 2). Most of the 

respondents mentioned distance education is useful for a 

number of reasons for the community and not only DES, with 

more than 80–90% of them having access to a computer or 

mobile phone capable of retrieving online material (Table 1). 

Taking the revolution in “digital technology” into 

consideration and the basic knowhow of technology use now 

common in every household, with even adults willing to learn 

to use it, educators need to see how technology can be used 

effectively to deliver university education away from a 

classical classroom setting.   

The option to take university education to rural 

communities through distance education comes from two 

important factors; the university setting, and the student. The 

benefits (some) of providing distance education by providers 

are given in Fig. 3. In terms of distance education and meeting 

admission, nearly 83–89% of the students (83% DODL and 

89% BARD) have shown that admission requirements can 

be met through distance education and admission are 

affordable (Table 2). A good number of the younger DES had 

mixed feeling on security and inconvenience (92–95%), 

indicating interacting and face-to-face contact with teachers 
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are needed to understand complex study materials, compared 

to 28% of the mature DES (Table 2). The mature students 

thought technology is dependable to contact and interact with 

distance education providers and fellow students. A high 

proportion of them (80–99%) showed that access to 

technology, using it for studies and academic-related activities 

is crucial (Table 2). The general consensus among the younger 

students was that their age group needs to attend university 

education using a classical blended mode to learn due to poor 

facilities (56%), whilst more of the older group thought so 

long as the materials to be taught in a classroom setting are 

available to them online, use of technology to deliver and 

access them is important, for online education providers and 

the DES. 

 
Table 2. Suitability of distance education to distance education students. 

 Responses (n) Total responses (%) 

 DODL BARD DODL + BARD 

Question 1 Yes No NS Yes No NS Yes No NS 

 140 35 5 70 100 10 58.33 37.50 4.17 

Reasons           

o Admission 150 20 10 160 15 5.0 86.11 9.72 4.17 

o Affordability  50 120 10 165 15 5.0 59.72 37.5 1.56 
o Insecurity  166 10 4.0 50 115 15 60.00 34.72 5.78 

o Inconvenience  163 15 2.0 160 5.0 15 89.72 5.56 4.72 

o Poor facility  100 60 20 170 5.0 5.0 63.89 29.17 6.94 

The values are the average of 2017, 2018 and 2019 sample responses.  

 

The varying responses of the younger generations of 

students versus the older ones indicated maturity and 

experience play an important role in the choice of where and 

how to receive education, with almost all the younger 

respondents thought “need to attend a university setting” and 

the mature students having the opposite opinion. It is 

interesting to deduce too that young students tend to think the 

quality of training equates to a classroom-based setting and 

mode of delivery, therefore the quality of knowledge obtained 

from online education is questionable. The mature students, 

because of certain levels of training at diploma level and 

exposure, were confident that distance education would 

qualify them as much as a classroom-based teaching would 

do, therefore, making attending university “not always” a 

compulsory option for those who need training. This group of 

students‟ collective opinion on training related to formal 

education was the same – nearly all the mature students 

showing it is necessary to attend a certain level of classroom-

based training (discussed separately below), e.g. supervised 

practical or projects, where a certificate of qualification has to 

be issued to the student. 

This study further showed that training of students for 

purposes other than obtaining a formal qualification, e.g. 

improved standard of living, distance education provided 

through use of technology, primarily internet or CD-ROM, is 

enough, so long as the information provided is high quality 

and relevant to a standard, e.g. PNG National Qualification 

Framework (NQF 7). A number of mature students pointed 

out insecurity (35%, Table 2) is a major concern, pointing out 

that most of them are semi-educated, therefore distance 

education mode like online education is a problem, 

culminating from complex materials containing information 

provided that are not relatively simple, easy to understand and 

apply, compared to the same provided for qualification 

training at university settings. The major reason being 

university settings are purposely designed for study compared 

to studying online where DES have to study from a village 

setting, e.g. from a family home with members around, nearly 

all of them doing activities which are potential sources of 

disturbance and inconvenience. This was supported by 90% 

(Table 2) of DES who pointed out that inconvenience is a 

major issue of distance education where DES have to study 

from a different setting not meant for study, e.g. a shared 

family room. The overall result (58%) showed the provision of 

distance education is important, particularly when nearly 20, 

000 grade twelve students are unable to enter PNG HE each 

year, an important community service.   

Suitability of delivery modes – PNG Higher Education 

(Question 2) 

The second question was asked to prove the suitability of 

the delivery mode – either BDM or online education as the 

most suitable for PNG HE in general and for PNG University 

of Technology, in particular. Interestingly, the responses were 

quite variable. More than 55% of the DES has shown BDM 

needs to be replaced with online education and 21% indicated 

a certain level of face-to-face interaction is necessary (Table 

3). Among all the students, most thought inconvenience 

followed by poor facilities and insecurities are issues that 

needed BDM to be replaced (Table 3). Further, the younger 

students showed family and work commitments are not the 

reasons for the change in delivery mode, and most of the adult 

students thought family and work commitments are the main 

reasons. These seem to come from some of the main reasons 

pointed out earlier. For instance, younger students showed 

online education admission is flexible but with many 

inconveniences (Table 2), corresponding to the high number 

of students saying BDM needs replacement. The younger 

students were worried technology (e.g. internet) can fail and 

their online education can become difficult at times, causing a 

lot of inconveniences in accessing training materials, 

interacting with students, or contacting their advisors (e.g. 

tutors). Nearly 50% have shown online education requires 

extra effort having families (Table 1), e.g. having kids around 

in the home, compared to a university dormitory with study 

rooms meant for study only. Among the older students, 80–

99% of them agreed online education admission is flexible and 

fees are affordable because security against study and 

inconveniences related to online education are minor issues 
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(Table 1) and can be managed. Greater than 70% of the 

mature students have shown having families around is not an 

issue, pertaining from nearly all DES are adults and have 

families of their own that need them, e.g. kids would always 

love their dads or mothers to be around them. Another 

interesting finding was that more than 80% of students felt 

university admission is very competitive and online education 

is an alternative avenue to those who cannot make to it (like 

the year twelve dropouts), or those who did not make it at the 

first place (e.g. the working adults) to advance themselves 

and stay competitive. 

 
Table 3. The suitability of delivery mode for PNG HE to DES. 

 Responses (n) Total responses (%) 

 DODL BARD DODL + BARD 

Question 2 Yes No NS Yes No NS Yes No NS 

 100 70 10 170 5.0 5.0 75 20.83 4.17 

Reasons          

o Family 70 90 20 160 10 10 63.89 27.78 8.33 

o Work 50 130 0 170 8.0 2.0 61.11 38.33 0.56 

o Insecurity 90 70 20 100 70 10 52.78 38.89 8.33 

o Inconvenience 150 20 10 160 18 2.0 86.11 10.56 3.33 

o Poor facilities 150 10 20 170 5.0 5.0 88.89 4.17 6.94 

 

In HE institutions, e.g. universities and colleges, there is a 

chronic shortage of well-educated, highly qualified, and 

technically skilled teachers (Pintrich, 2002; World Bank, 

2000). This problem seems to be common among many HE 

institutions in the developing world (e.g. Suresh & 

Kumaravelu, 2017; Bunoti, 2011; Bourdon, 2017; Garcia & 

Weiss, 2019; Anderson & Gronlund, 2017). Not only that, but 

the HE sector also is not well funded by the government to 

keep the few who are willing to bring higher learning 

education, research, and extension to the next level and or 

high standards (Basheka et al., 2009). Apart from the old 

rundown facilities, there is no investment and development in 

new infrastructure, let alone the supply of modern equipment. 

These issues and the current revolution in information 

technology, universities need to deliver the courses offered 

using alternative approaches, e.g. through external mode and 

online education (Rosenberg, 2001). Those who are already 

engaged are tight up with too much teaching and are unable to 

provide BDM to everyone. 

When the courses offered at PNG HE are delivered 

through online education, the need to worry about (i) issue of 

faculty shortage, (ii) student dormitories, classroom spaces, 

and even issues related to student attitude and behaviour, (iii) 

the issue of vandalism in student dormitories and costs 

associated with maintenance, and (iv) attitude and behaviour 

as students, all would be addressed. A few numbers of 

faculties can manage and provide study materials online, and 

the issues related to space and student behaviour managed by 

family units and community obligations (Baran & AlZoubi, 

2020). Some of these are major issues affecting HE 

institutions around the globe and online education is an ideal 

option to overcome most (or all) of them. In addition to the 

advantages discussed below in relation to the data presented in 

Table 1, offloading a number of courses of immediate 

community applicability and DES can easily study online 

would not only address some of the issues shown in Fig. 3, for 

instance, shortage of qualified teachers but provide optional 

pedagogy and LMS, helpful to the education providers. 

Reduced enrolment with manageable student population by 

allowing more to study as DES means saving on utility and 

operational costs (Vialle et al., 2005). 

The saving, in material, money, time, and labor can be 

diverted to developing facilities (e.g. effective and speedy 

ICTS for students to access online course materials), review 

and introduce new courses and programs, and increase the 

number of postgraduate and research output. In PNG, faculties 

employed in a university are hardly conducting research and 

publishing. The basic reason for this being too many hours of 

teaching of too many subjects and no time for conducting 

research, compounded by the deteriorating research and lab 

facilities due to lack of funding support. Offloading the 

workload through online education would free up time for 

more research and publication (Bates, 2004). The extra free 

time available can be converted into writing modules, online 

practical and laboratory manuals, and even assignments that 

are user-friendly and encouraging to read. DES can also spend 

more time attending to online queries. Teaching and research 

standards in many state-funded HE institutions have dropped 

because of financial cut and deteriorating facilities. A drop in 

the standard of education provided has become a major issue 

for the industries where students need to apply for 

employment upon graduation. The courses taught in university 

settings are designed to meet the requirement of the industry, 

but there is a disparity in what is really expected of the 

graduates by the industry. The drop in standard has created a 

gap between the industry as an employer and the HE as the 

provider of graduates with good attributes. Some industries are 

already suspicious of the type of training provided, creating 

problems of nepotism in graduates of certain HE over others. 

The kind of disparity in graduate attributes in HE with the 

graduates of church-run universities being highly accepted 

than the public universities calls for public-funded HE 

institutions to provide the graduate attributes needed, that are 

standard and widely acceptable. One way of doing this is to 

embed in the curricula what is needed by the industries, 

quality assurance through accreditation, and purposive module 

design (Horton, 2000). When these are easily considered in 

theory, there is hardly room in the syllabi of courses taught in 

various disciplines. This makes online education an important 

option forward to promote and deliver what is needed, as 

shown by the results of this study. A limited number of core 

subjects (e.g. 4 subjects a semester) can be delivered from a 
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classroom-based setting whilst others can easily be made electives to be delivered by distance mode (Melton, 2002). 

 

Figure 3. Issues of online education for PNG HE institutions. 

 

In addition, industry requirements can be met by 

universities through development of courses with its input for 

employed students enrolled to study online while still at work. 

These “working students” of various industries studying 

online becomes a perfect conduit and the extension arm of the 

university in developing and delivering what is really needed, 

embedding the needs of industry in the curricula, and 

developing stronger university-industry relationships. When 

working students are enrolled this way, industries can then 

make their inputs on the content of the modules to be studied, 

a great initiative for the industries to have direct say on 

modules taught by the universities. There is need for industries 

to identify common lab equipment in state-funded universities 

that are standard and widely used in the industries to help 

students equip themselves with the skills demanded by them. 

This is an important approach to make students skills-ready 

for industry engagement. In most universities, the hands-on 

training and practical conducted are limited to what is 

affordable, and the involvement of industry would ease the 

acquisition of modern and standard equipment for student use 

and practice, which have relevance to the industry. 

Limitations of PNG Higher Education (Question 3) 

Question 3 is interconnected to the first two questions 

and was asked to prove the basis of the responses to Question 

2. That is, why would the participants recommend BDM to 

future DES? Based on the results, the idea was to assess 

whether respondents thought online education was equally 

important. The data collected were separated demographically 

to show the responses of the feminine clearly from the 

masculine, as presented in Figs. 4 and 5. This separation was 

necessary as most female students would tend to be security 

conscious and would recommend against BDM to future DES. 

Only 15–30% of the female DES recommended BDM 

compared to 80–60% who recommended against it (Fig. 4). 

This is a very strong indication most female tend to think 

online education is important to DES, especially among the 

younger group who thought this is so by 80%. Among the 

male, less than 25% indicated BDM is ideal, compared to 75–

70% who responded BDM would not be recommended; most 

of them (70%) were DODL respondents (Fig. 4). Less than 5–

10% of the DES were not sure. These results showed that 

more DES was of the opinion that distance education needs to 

be provided online by HE. Collation of the opinions of the 

DES seemed to be the same among the students. 

The perception of the older DES (BARD) was similar, 

with 60% of the female and 70% of the male indicating the 

BDM is not really necessary compared to the less than 30% 

who thought the blended mode is important (Fig, 5). One of 

the major concerns of the students who said the BDM is 

important was unreliable internet facilities, but indicated 

accessibility to online materials is easy from mobile networks, 

supporting the opinion of most students that BDM is not the 

only option (Figs. 4 and 5). This concern is consistent 

with Bunoti (2011) who pointed out that the internet and its 

accessibility in proportion to the number of students admitted 

are the most limiting factor to online education. In almost all 

government funded universities, internet facilities are 

provided and accessibility is good, making online education 

realistic and attainable (e.g. Ramayah, 2010; Shin et al., 

2015). The DES, however, raised a concern that the internet 

provided by private companies, is reliable but accessing online 

materials is expensive. Sun et al. (2008) supported this and 

emphasized that even if the internet is reliable, accessing 
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online materials from the website are still a common problem in the developing world HE institutions. 

 

 
Figure 4. Perceptions of DODL DES on importance of the blended delivery mode. 

 

 
Figure 5. Perceptions of BARD DES on importance of the blended delivery mode. 

 

Studies elsewhere showed students develop interpersonally 

and emotionally when interacting with fellow students 

(Schunk, 2008). Online education means students studying in 

isolation, even if there are electronic discussions and chat 

forums. Because of the isolation, the natural tendency of 

students to make friends and interacting with others is limited 

(Meltzer et al., 1975). There is no human interaction to 

develop interpersonal skills and team spirit. Students tend to 

work hard by watching over how the rest of their course mates 

are studying. Working in isolation makes online study boring 

and ad hoc, leading to confusion, as many students tend to 

discuss one particular problem or exercise at the same time 

and procrastinating of intended tasks (Venkatesh et al., 2012). 

One would only imagine how chaotic this can be when an 

important task, for example, is discussed with a due date 

approaching (Muijs and Reynolds, 2011). Online education 

means no interactive (or affective) learning (Rogoff, 2003). A 

potential disadvantage of this is poor or no practical skills, 

meaning there is going to be no hands-on training experiences 

for students who study online (Gilbert, 2001). For instance, in 

a subject of agriculture, a student can be advised to describe 

how seeds can be grown or a seed viability test conducted, but 
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the practicality of doing the real activity would be limited. 

Such student when graduated will lack basic handling skills 

and exposure to real-time situations, and regarded as “digital 

graduates”, an important reason why a BDM is important 

(Jamtsho et al., 2009; Bervell & Umar, 2018a; 2018b). 

Opposing these, 80–90% of the DES indicated study is 

important, compared to 10–15% that thought interaction is 

necessary as part of their education. 

Community Benefits of Distance Education (Question 4) 

Question 4 was strategically developed around the first 

three questions, Question 3 in particular to understand whether 

the DES thought providing online education brings university 

education to the community and is an important community 

service. That was to show whether DES thought online 

education is suitable (recommendable) to future DES 

compared to BDM (Question 3). A demographical separation 

was done as in Question 3 to clearly present the results (Figs. 

6 and 7). A similar number of females (60%) pointed out that 

bringing HE to the community is important, and on average, 

75% of all the male DES thought the same. Some of the 

reasons pointed out are discussed below. Nearly 30% of the 

female respondents (Fig. 7) from the two focus groups thought 

otherwise, bringing HE to the community and allowing DES 

to stay at home or at the workplace and study, are not 

important options. Five to ten percent of the DES were 

undecided or had no idea on whether allowing students to stay 

away from a formal classroom setting is ideal for learning, 

particularly the female DES with nearly 10% (Figs. 6 and 7). 

Most of the younger students indicated that university 

campuses have certain levels of security risks (Table 2), 

implying that younger students tend to think studying by a 

BDM is important compared to the mature students who 

indicated security is not a major concern. It is a natural 

phenomenon some students tend to pick up things and learn 

much quickly than others, whilst the majority of the students 

learn from the good students by working with them. Not only 

that, but mature students from the industries are handy in 

discussing issues and providing solutions to study problems 

that are strongly related to their fields of expertise, and 

assisting inexperienced students of no industry exposure from 

them is important. In today‟s technological age (time and 

space), potential employers need employees who have 

developed independent skills and abilities to be able to address 

problems related to work and find solutions. DES further 

benefit in that online education foster students to be innovative 

in using electronic communication to interact with fellow 

students and their teachers, making their own study plans and 

work according to their schedules, developing a balanced way 

of life towards work, families, and lifelong learning (Lynch, 

2002). Some of the major advantages that were pointed out are 

shown in Fig. 8, e.g. “flexibility” being the main one. Because 

DES study from home, parental guidance is guaranteed and 

there is no need for concern over security and welfare issues, 

especially for younger students who opt to enrol at a 

university to study online, including E-learning. Staying 

within the cycles of parents and the community makes 

students learn valuable knowledge, such as developing a good 

attitude and behaviour, which are difficult to develop while 

attending universities, better still, not taught. This group of 

students are even under the direct supervision of the parents, 

therefore, poor performance in assessments and failures are 

obvious and make parents aware of this shared commitment 

and responsibility in the overall success of the DES. This 

would translate into stronger ties if “special students” are 

assisted to enhance their employment skills or further their 

education online, some important community services that 

cannot be provided by the BDM. 

 

 
Figure 6. Perception of DODL DES on distance education as a community service. 
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Figure 7. Perception of DODL DES on distance education as a community service. 

 
 

Figure 8. Advantages of online education to communities. 

 

Through online education, there is flexibility in class 

attendance, with efficient internet service (Thompson, 1995). 

Provided coordination is timely from the provider and student-

centred, the course is there 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, and 

at the reach of the students. If a difficulty arises in a course 
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help online. Students having effective access to internet 
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relevant databases or copies of e-books.  
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free. Students and teachers can use such applications to 
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can easily be networked so that students share their 

experiences and skills, e.g. in a Goggle Classroom or ZOOM 

Meeting. Networking students through forums is one way of 

enhancing students to interact, develop teamwork and 

interpersonal skills, and learn. It is an effective way to make 

sure students lower total reliance on the teachers for security 

and other reasons, such as during a period of sickness and 

students need immediate help. 

Online courses are an advantage to special students (e.g. 

on a wheelchair and impaired mobility) where family 

members or parents have to be available to give support for 

full-time study. For such students, parents, siblings, and even 

spouses are all at the reach while studying online and from 

home. Student, medical, and personal help needed can easily 

be sought with the understanding that the student is a special 

student, and someone has to be nearby to help from the 

comfort of the home. The courses being brought to the 

community where there is a need is “bring the university to the 

community”, which would foster strong relationships and keep 

up the reputation of HE in the communities (Larson & 

Murray, 2008). In terms of meeting the ever-increasing 

university fees, online courses are seen to be less expensive 

(Table 2), in part that students opt to study electives subjects 

(Jones & McNally, 1997) or choose to pay as they study. 

Parents or employers have to pay the fees of subjects enrolled 

and more costs associated with it only. This is a welcome 

relief for the parents who are normally under pressure trying 

to meet the fees prior to their students entering a university, 

and that all fees have to be paid up front, often within a given 

time. Through online education, payments can be spread over 

time, or maybe course dependent, providing the flexibility and 

spread of payment. 

IV. CONCLUSIONS 

Distance education provided by HE globally is faced with 

a number of challenges, e.g. inadequate facilities and 

infrastructure to low faculty strength, lack of financial support, 

political interference, and inability to convince willing 

students to study. This study showed younger and unemployed 

DES tended to favour a BDM compared to the mature and 

employed. The opinion of the younger group of DES was that 

HE is meant to be provided from a university setting and that 

is BDM is necessary because the older DES perception was 

that so long as the same materials are delivered online, BDM 

is not important. Nearly all the DES thought online education 

is an extension of classical education that brings university 

education to the community; however, worried not even the 

best online course can replace fully the personal contact of a 

teacher and a student, or the learning processes that are 

facilitated by the human relationships that develop. Therefore, 

traditional classes should not be completely replaced with 

online education but joined to avoid making learning 

completely online, producing “digital graduates”. More than 

85% of the DES‟s perception was that a combine online 

education with an opportunity to blend to enhance visual, 

auditory, kinaesthetic, and reading and writing is an ideal 

approach for an effective online education. The perception of 

the younger students (DODL) was that HE learning should be 

on-campus, compared to the older students (BARD) who 

thought a blended mode, is desirable. This study needs to be 

extended to other HE institutions to clearly establish the 

perceptions of the DES on distance education delivery modes 

used in PNG. 
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