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ABSTRACT

This study is about the comparison of distance and conventional education
programs at the University of Pretoria, South Africa. It is assessed in terms of
access, delivery modes and output. The purpose is to investigate and to compare
the impact of distance and conventional education on the performances of
learners in a postgraduate degree program (B.Ed. (Hons) with specialization in
Education Management, assessed in terms of access, delivery and output. It
explored documents that were both at the macro (Government Policy
documents) and macro (University’s / Faculty documents) with the aim of
answering the main research question, with other identified sub-research
questions that have been raised.: What is the comparison between the impact of
distance and conventional education on the performances of learners in a
postgraduate BEd (Hons) degree program with specialization in Education
Management, when assessed in terms of access, delivery mode and output? A
review of relevant literature exposed and compared the essence of both modes
of delivery.

Data were collected from identified key role players on the program, which
included administrators, module coordinators, course presenters, and tutors,
some of the students on the program, and some of those that had discontinued
their studies with the university. These were done using one-on-one semi-
structured and focus group interviews, telephone interviews and questionnaires
in order to obtain qualitative and quantitative data. A sample of 127 distance
education students, 45 conventional students, 6 module coordinators, 10 course
presenters, 4 tutors, 4 administrators, 1 instructional designer and 10 students
that had discontinued their studies participated in the investigation. The data
collected were analysed through the use descriptive and inferential statistics, and
tabulation for the quantitative data, while the computer assisted qualitative data
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analysis software [CAQDAS] (Atlas.ti) was employed for the analysis of the

transcribed interviews.

From the data obtained, it was confirmed that there is a myriad of possible
factors that may be responsible for the divergences in the performances,
throughput and output rates of enrolled students on the BEd (Hons) Education
Management, Law and Policy at the University of Pretoria. It was further revealed
that South Africa has identified distance education as a tool of redressing past
inequalities in higher education, a process, which the university was involved in
by starting relevant programs to this end. However, even though equal access is
the focus of the country, but it appeared as if little is being said about financially
supporting distance education as for instance, there was no financial assistance

to distance education students on the program.

Due to the incursion of the university into areas, where the impact of university
education had not previously being felt, its choice of the mode of delivery was
limited to the print, the first generation, which was expected to bring all students
on the program at par since all would have access to it. However, despite the
efforts made by the university, it was discovered that there existed some gaps
between the qualities of the learning experiences, which students from both
modes were exposed to. Examples of those identified were lack of designated
counseling unit for distance education students, and inadequate number of
administrative staff to meet the needs of the ever increasing number of distance
education students. However, it appeared that there were no prominent
discrepancies that could be found between the two modes, and one could
assume that both modes were guided by a similar underpinning philosophy,
which drove the ethos of the programs that impacted on the instructional design.

It was also found that there were challenges faced by the academic staff involved
in the program under investigation, who felt that there might be the need for the

institution to demarcate between academe interested in distance education, and



those that were not, and the need for the institution to review its stand on
rewards and incentives systems for staff involved in distance education. It was
believed by them that this would be the way out of the dearth of research

presently facing the university on this delivery mode.

The study suggests that quality issues especially in relation to an African setting
should be looked into, since a large percentage of the students involved in the
program were from the rural areas. Finally, the study identified various
limitations, and made suggestions for further research, and recommendations for

improvement and immediate action.
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