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Abstract

There is a long history of study and recognition of the critical role of interaction in supporting and even defining
distance education. Interaction has been identified as key to the success of distance learning. It is key in fostering,
supporting and engaging in the learning process. Moore (1989) posits that the physical distance that exists in e-learning
courses between the teacher and the students may result in a psychological and communicational gap between them.
Such a gap will often impede the ability of the teacher and his or her students to achieve the desired level of
understanding among them. In the light of this, teachers and students participating in distance-learning courses will
generally require “special” behavioral patterns, which are designed to overcome the communication gaps resulting from
the transactional distance. This study examined three key distances experienced by students enrolled in distance
learning courses as predictors of perceived learner satisfaction. Through a survey analysis, the study sought to answer 3
key questions - to what extent is Leaner-Leaner Transactional Distance (LLTD) predictive of students’ perceived
satisfaction (SPS) with a Distance Education (DE) course? Is Learner-Teacher Transactional Distance (LTTD) a
predictor of students perceived satisfaction with the DE course? To what extent does Learner-Content Transactional
Distance (LCTD) serve as a predictor of perceived learner satisfaction with a DE course? Subjects constituted of a
random sample of 168 students enrolled for a Bachelor of education program in 2013 at the University of Nairobi,
Kenya. A survey questionnaire measured the predictive constructs of the study namely, Learner-Learner Transactional
Distance (LLTD), Learner-Teacher Transactional Distance (LTTD) and Learner-Content Transactional Distance (LCTD).
Students’ perceived satisfaction (SPS) was measured by use of a ten item Likert scale instrument. Results of the study
indicated the three variables were key predictors of students’ perceived satisfaction with DE courses.

Keywords: Transactional distance, Distance Education, Learner satisfaction, Learner-Teacher transactional distance,
Learner-Learner Transactional distance, Learner-Content Transactional distance

1. Introduction and Problem Statement

The past few decades have witnessed the evolution of distance education (DE) into a complex and dynamic
instructional approach that is feeding discussions that range from the quality of learning supported by this approach, the
efficacy of the approach to what influences how learning happens in this entity. In the historical progression of distance
education from correspondence courses to online learning, distance education is now seen as having a great potential of
connecting students to instructors and other students, and as a way to provide innovative opportunities for students to
learn (Chen, Y. (2001a, Moore, M., G. (2007) Starr-Glass, D. (2011). However, this has not been without numerous
challenges and concerns that have lately fed the discussion on the quality of distance education.

One of the key discussions that has attracted interest and research in Distance education (DE) is the construct of
distance experienced by distance learners in the learning process (Chen, Y. 2001b, Moore 2007). The idea of distance in
Distance learning was first introduced by Moore in 1989 through his famous theory that he referred to as the
transactional theory. Moore postulated that distance was a pedagogical phenomenon, rather than a function of
geographic separation, which existed in face-to-face classes as well as in distance classes. Transactional distance (TD)
was conceived as a function of dialogue, structure, and learner autonomy. The idea of learner autonomy was first
introduced by Rogers (1969) and later on expanded by Moore in 2007. According to Moore, learners of varying degrees
of ability can construct personal learning plans, find needed resources, and evaluate their own learning progress.
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Autonomous learners can deal with lower levels of dialogue and structure along with high transactional distance (Moore,
2007). According to Moore (1989), if a DE course is structured to give directions and guidance to the students but offers
no opportunities for dialogue, then this increases the transactional distance resulting to less effectiveness in learning.
Courses that are highly structured offer little or no opportunity for deviation or variation and are less sensitive to the
needs and characteristics of the learners. This implies that the higher the level of structure in a course, the higher the
transactional distance, and thus the lower the level of student satisfaction. Courses that have little transactional distance,
where there is much dialogue and structure, seem better suited to less autonomous learners.

Distance according to Moores’ theory is pedagogical and not geographical. It is a distance of understandings and
perceptions that might lead to a communication gap or a psychological space of potential misunderstandings between
people more so between the student and teacher in the learning environment. This distance accordingly needs to be
overcome if effective, deliberate, planned learning is to occur. Whereas lately there has been several studies directed to
studying this phenomenological distance in web and other forms of online learning, (Chen, 2001a, Moore, 2007,
Starr-Glass, 2011), distance experienced by students still using print as the media of communication has not been
systematically analyzed. Yet in many institutions of higher learning particularly in Africa, and Kenya in particular are
still in the transitional stage of using print as the main media of interface as they try to adopt new technologies to drive
distance education. The University of Nairobi for example offers many educational programs by use of Distance
education methodologies. Print has been the main media that has largely been utilized. This involves sending out study
modules to the learners who are spread over wide geographical areas. Occasional residential sessions that involve face
to face teaching and interactions with the learners are also organized. These face to face interactions are limited to about
two weeks in which learners have opportunities for face to face tutorials, practical assignments, examination among
other key activities. The slow transition of the use of print as the primary media to ICTs is attributed to many factors
ranging from infrastructural limitations to students and faculty competencies. Because of the nature of delivery mode
used, learners here experience different dimensions of transactional distances that are inherent in the pedagogical
method of delivery itself. For instance, most learners are spread over wide geographical areas so majority experience
geographical or physical distance from the campus. The pedagogical distances relate to separation from their teachers
for long periods of time, limited resources as well as distances amongst the learners themselves.

Where as many studies have dwelt on the construct of interaction in virtual environments (Miyazoe, Anderson, 2010,
Miyazoe, 2009, Solimeno, Mebane, Tomai Francescato, 2008, Anderson, 2003b ), only few studies ( Moore 1972,
Holmberg 1983) have looked at transactional distances particularly in print based DE course. Despite the sudden
proliferation of Virtual learning, Print media is still a key DE delivery mode more so in developing countries and
marginalized communities in rural settings such as the nomads where ICT developments are still embryonic. This
context was therefore the situate of the analysis. The object of the present analysis was the identified three dimensions
of transactional distances — leaner — content, teacher - learner and learner — content transactional distances as predictors
of learner satisfaction with a DE course. Leaner satisfaction has before been used as a measure of success in DE courses
(Frey, Alman, Barron, & Steffens, 2004, Mason, & Weller, 2000).

This study therefore explored further Moores’ transactional theory and in particular identified three key pedagogical
distances experienced by DE learners as predictors of Students’ Perceived Satisfaction (SPS) with a print-based
Distance education course. Whereas student satisfaction with distance learning is impacted by a variety of factors, this
analysis was limited to learner — learner, learner-teacher and learner —content distance as predictive of students
perceived satisfaction with the course.

2. Literature Review

Under this section, literature related to the constructs analyzed in this study is reviewed. Many studies have attempted to
explore the construct of transactional distance as it relates to distance education. Many of these studies have focused on
web based distance education. Kostina (2011) explored the relationship between autonomy, student-instructor dialogue,
and student satisfaction within a web-based Russian language distance course. Forty six (46) students from two US
higher education institutions participated in this study. Findings revealed that autonomy, dialogue, and satisfaction have
significant correlation at the beginning and the middle point of the course. All three variables grew throughout the
course, although the relationships among them significantly decreased towards the end of the course.

Chen (2000) examined Moore's theory (1989) and identified the dimensions (factors) constituting transactional distance
in distance learning environments. In his conclusion, Chen notes that the concept of transactional distance represented
multifaceted idea and consisted of four dimensions—instructor-learner, learner-learner, learner-content, and
learner-interface transactional distance. Chen also supported Moore’s perspective that distance is a psychological rather
than geographic phenomenon and asserted that to fully understand transactional distance, additional items that lie within
the factors must be identified. In fact Moore’s theory of ‘transactional distance’ is based on the premises that all
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educational settings, even face-to-face, contains some degree of distance. What determines the distance is the amount of
interaction that takes place between learners and teachers and their environment. Thus according to Moore, distance is
not a geographical but an interactional issue.

The construct of learner - content interaction has been explored by many. Zimmermann (2012) examined the
relationship between learner-content interaction and course grade to determine if this interaction type is a contributing
success factor. Data related to student interaction with course content, including time spent reviewing online course
materials, such as module PowerPoint presentations and course videos and time spent completing weekly quizzes, were
collected for students in three sections of an online course (N = 139). The data were then correlated against grades
achieved in the course to determine if there was any relationship. Findings indicated statistically significant
relationships between the amount of time the learner spent with the content and weekly quiz grades (r = .-72). The
study concludes that learners who spent more time interacting with course content achieve higher grades than those who
spent less time with the content.

Learner-content interaction results from students examining/studying the course content (Moore & Kearsley, 1996) and
from participating in class activities. Chen (2001a) explored transactional distance in a Web-based learning environment
using factor analysis. Chen (2001a) explains Learner-content transactional distance, as “the distance of understandings
that learners perceive as they study the course materials and the degree that the materials meet their learning needs and
expectations to the course” (p. 462). David Starr-Glass (2012), in his paper Learner Perceptions of Distance in an
Online Course: Revisiting Moore’s Theory of Transactional Distance considered the evolution of Moore’s original work
with a particular focus on its four dimensions of distance: learner- content, learner-learner, learner-instructor, and
learning-interface. Starr — Glass study fed further the discussion of learner — content interaction and brought in a new
dimension suggesting that there is usually a change in participant perception of transactional distance: initially low, but
significantly lowered during the course. He attributed the decrease in participant perception to complex learner
strategies, understood by Moore as learner autonomy.

Learner-Teacher transactional distance has attracted most research than all other forms of transactional distance
interfaces. Chen 2001 explains Learner-instructor transactional distance as the “the psychological distance of
understandings and communication that learners perceive as they interact with teacher. Moore (1989) notes that
Learner-instructor interaction is the learner interacting with an expert of the subject matter to gain support, including
motivation, self-direction, presentation of information, and evaluation. Although the influence of this type of interaction
is considered to increase in accordance with its frequency and intensity, the instructor personalizes instruction by
engaging in a mediated dialogue with each learner. Thurmond & Wambach, (2002) note that the interaction that
transpires between students and faculty is intended to help reinforce student understanding of the material or elucidate
meanings. Interacting with instructors can help students clarify nebulous points and reinforce correct interpretation of
course information. Existing literature indicates that teachers’ verbal (i.e., giving praise, soliciting viewpoints, humor,
and self-disclosure) and nonverbal (i.e., physical proximity, touch, eye contact, facial expressions and gestures)
immediacy behaviors can lessen the psycho-logical distance between them and their students, thereby leading to
increased learning (Swan, 2001). The instructor is especially valuable in responding to the learner’s application of new
knowledge (Moore, 1989). When this interface of interaction is missing, then we talk of there being a learner instructor
transactional distance (Chen 2001). The object of this analysis was the later - Learner-Teacher transactional distance as
a predictor of students satisfaction of a print based DE course.

Learner-Learner transactional distance has also been considered in many studies ( Chen 2001, Starr-Glass 2011, Alavi,
1994; Palloff & Pratt, 2001, ). Chen 2001 explains Learner-learner transactional distance as the “the psychological
distance that learners perceive while interacting with other learners” (p. 462). In this model, Moore clarifies that
Learner-learner interaction can be between one student and another or between several students. Recent studies have
shown that a basic element in traditional classroom learning is communication among the students: the ability to ask
questions, to share ideas with others, or to disagree with others is a basic need in the learning process. Participants’
interaction with one another within a learning community can allow them to overcome their isolation and strengthen
their relationship with the group. Trentin, (1998) notes that in order for effective learning to occur, particularly in online
courses, four types of peer behavior are necessary - participation, response, provision of affective feedback, and short,
focused messaging. Team work, or collaborative learning, involves students working together in groups to complete
academic assignments (Alavi, 1994; Palloff & Pratt, 2001). This form of learner-learner interaction is intended to
promote understanding of the course content and stimulate critical thinking. Collaborative projects may lessen feelings
of isolation and promote a sense of a learning community (Alavi 1994, Palloff & Pratt, 2001) in Distance education.
The subsequent development of virtual classrooms, immersive environments, social networking sites and other web
tools demonstrates the attraction and power of student-student interaction. The absence of this form of interaction
therefore results in what Chen calls learner — learner transactional distance.
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This study therefore examined pedagogical distances experienced by students enrolled in print based distance learning
course as predictors of Students’ perceived satisfaction with the DE course. The University of Nairobi Bachelor of
Education arts program was used as the case of analysis.

2.1 Specific Objectives of the Study
The specific objectives of the present study were to:

1) Find out the extent to which Leaner-Leaner Transactional distance (LLTD) is predictive of students’ perceived
satisfaction (SPS) with the Distance learning course.

2) Establish the extent of Learner-Teacher Transactional distance (LTTD) and its influence on students’ perceived
satisfaction.

3) Examine the existing Learner - Content Transactional distance as a predictor of perceived learner satisfaction.
2.2 Research Questions
Through the analysis, the study sought to answer the following research questions:

1) To what extent is leaner-leaner Transactional distance predictive of students perceived satisfaction with the
course?

2) Is learner-teacher Transactional distance a predictor of students perceived satisfaction with the course?

3) To what extent does learner-content Transactional distance serve as a predictor of perceived learner satisfaction
with course?

2.3 Research Hypotheses
Based on these Research questions, the following null hypotheses were assumed:
1) Leaner-Leaner Transactional distance is not predictive of students’ perceived satisfaction with the DE course.

2) Learner-Teacher Transactional distance is not a predictor of students’ perceived satisfaction with the DE
course.

3) Learner-Content Transactional distance does not serve as a predictor of perceived learner satisfaction with DE
course.

2.4 Theoretical Framework

This analysis was largely informed by Moore’s (1972) theorem, one of the first theorems to systematically define
interaction in distance education. Moore (1972; 1973), in his groundbreaking transactional theory identified three
elements critical in impacting transactional engagement : the structure of the environment, the degree of meaningful
communication (“dialogue”) that the structure permits, and the degree to which the learner is able to mediate choices
and decisions regarding personal learning goals and trajectories (“learner autonomy”). According to Moore, 1997
Structure refers to the ways in which the teaching programme is structured so that it can be delivered through various
communication media. ‘Programmes are structured in different ways to take into account the need to produce, copy,
deliver, and control these mediated messages. Structure expresses rigidity or flexibility of the program's educational
objectives, teaching strategies, and evaluation methods. It describes the extent to which an education programme can
accommodate or be responsive to each learner's individual needs” (p. 26).

Dialogue according to Moore is an interaction or series of interactions having positive qualities that other interactions
might not have. To Moore, dialogue is purposeful, constructive and valued by each party. Each party in a dialogue is a
respectful and active listener, each is a contributor, and builds on the contributions of the other party or parties.
Subsequently he defines Learner autonomy as: “many students used teaching materials and teaching programs to the
extent to which, the learner in the teaching/ learning relationship exercises control. In this context therefore, it is the
learner rather than the teacher who determines the goals, the learning experiences, and the evaluation decisions of the
learning programs”(p.27)

Moore (1972) also proposed three distinct types of interaction in distance education: learner-content, learner-instructor,
and learner-learner interactions. He further hypothesized that when these elements are not present in a DE environment,
then they contribute to the transactional distance. In other words, the transactional distance increases with the absence
of these elements. And this was the focus of the present analysis. The study examined pedagogical distances
experienced by students enrolled in print based distance learning courses as predictors of perceived students Satisfaction
with the DE course. This is captured in the conceptual framework presented in fig one.

179



Journal of Education and Training Studies \Wol. 2, No. 2; 2014

Learner-Learner
TD < >

. —

Student perceived
satisfaction with
DE course

!

Leaner-Content TD

Leaner-Teacher TD

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework: Pedagogical Distances experienced by distance learners
3. Research Design and Methodology

Survey analysis was the main research design adopted in this study. Data was collected from a random sample of 168
Pursuing a Bachelor of education (arts) program of through distance learning at the university of Nairobi Kenya.

3.1 Instruments

A questionnaire, Learner Perceived Transactional Distance (LPTD) Constructed by the researcher was used as the key
tool of data collection. The questionnaire was structured with two key sections. Section A sought information about
personal students’ characteristics or profile which was considered as key in this analysis. Section B of the questionnaire
constituted of closed—ended Likert five point question items (ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
These measured different dimensions of transactional distances experienced by learners and to which the students were
required to indicate their extent of agreement. Each predictor variable (LLTD, LTTD and LCTD) was measured using
10 Likert Items. Students’ perceived satisfaction (SPS) with DE course which constituted the response variable in this
analysis was also measured by use of 10 Likert items.

3.2 Reliability Testing

Reliability testing for internal consistency of the Likert research items was performed through a calculation of
Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients, the values of which are shown in Table 1. All of the coefficients of the sub-scales were
above 0.7 which are acceptable (Cortina 1993, Revelle, 1979, Nunnally, 1978) except LCTD with o =.672 which is still
acceptable for behavioral studies (Revelle, 1979).

Table 1. Cronbach's Alpha Coefficient

Grouped Variables Coefficient
Learner —learner Transactional Distance LLTD .829
Leaner —Teacher Transaction Distance LTTD .765
Learner-Content Transactional Distance LCTD 672
Students perceived satisfaction with DE course ~ SPS 761

3.3 Data Analysis

Descriptive and correlational statistics were the main tools of analysis used. Grouping of categories to satisfy test
prerequisite conditions were done. For example all Likert scale items measuring different dimensions of transactional
distances experienced by learners were grouped to constitute specific component constructs renamed after the
regrouping process. For example, the ten variables measuring Learner-Learner transactional distance experienced by
students was regrouped into one single construct variable renamed learner-learner transactional distance (LLTD). The
same was done to constitute the other key component variables i.e. Learner-Teacher transactional distance (LTTD) and
Learner-Content Transactional Distance (LCTD). The use of combined groups of variables as representatives of the
underlying “components” rather than using the individual variables themselves was found to be more useful and
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meaningful. This process is based on the assumption that the underlying components cannot be measured directly but
that they influence in an organized way the values of the variables that can be measured.

All the transactional distances were further measured using a Likert type of scale interval scale ranging from low (10-
20 points) to High (41 — 50). And therefore in total, the maximum scores a respondent could attain in all 10 items
measuring different dimensions of transactional Distance was 5x10 = 50 while the minimum score a respondent could
obtain in all the items was 1x10 = 10. Subsequently, the following cumulative scoring system was used to classify the
respondents as experiencing low or high transactional distance.

10 - 20 = ey Low transactional distance (TD)
21-30=LowTD

31- 40 =High TD

41 —-50 =Very High TD

Spearman’s tho correlation coefficients were calculated for all identified predictor Components of transactional distance
i.e. LLTD, LTTD and LCTD paired with the response variable - Student perceived satisfaction with DE course (SPS).
Spearman’s rho coefficient was used instead of the Pearson coefficient because most variables were of ordinal nature.
Contingency tables were created and regrouped when necessary, and the test calculations performed using SPSS.

4. Results
Under this section, results of the study are presented, interpreted and discussed.
4.1 Demographic Profile of the Respondents

A total of 168 students participated in the study. Demographic analysis of the data revealed that that there were more
female (56%) in the program than male who constituted 43.5%. The respondents’ age ranged between below 25 years 54
years with majority (88.1%) falling in the bracket of 25 — 44 years. It is interesting to note that a sizeable number of the
students (11.9%) are quite mature students falling in the age bracket of 45 — 55 years. This is a group nearing retirement
and the result indicates that the program is quite inclusive in the sense that it does serve the needs of the mature student
who still wish to further their studies. The analysis also indicated that many (78.6%) of the students are actually married
with majority (75.6%) having between 1-4 children. Only a few 21.4% indicated that they were single. Majority of the
students (89.3%) also hold prior primary school teacher education training certificate (PI) and only very few (8.3%) are
fresh students with high school certificate. This implies that the program serves largely practicing teachers who are
pursuing a further education to upgrade their professional training.

Many of the students are also on full time employment (72.6%) and perhaps these could explain their choice of Distance
education as the suitable learning approach. Distance education of course does provide the flexibility to the students which
is not just available in conventional systems of education. In fact, almost all are practicing teachers (93.5%) with majority
(55.3%) having a work experience of 6- 15 years. This implies that most of the students are in indeed in the middle life of
their careers where they still have to build strong foundation for their career growth. Only a few (6.5%) of the students are
in other career paths. It is also interesting to note that although many of the students (75.6%) serve as regular teachers, a
few are in managerial positions such as school head teachers and departmental heads (13.7%). See table 2

Table 2. Demographic profile of the respondents

Item Scale Valid percentage
Gender Male 435
Female 56.5
Marital status Married 78.6
Single 21.4
Age Below 25 10.7
25-39 61.3
40-54 28
Career Teachers 935
Administrators 6.5
Work experience 1-5 years 26.2
6- 10 years 36.3
11— 15 years 19
Over 15 years 18.5
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4.2 Learner — Learner Transactional Distance

Before the computation of correlations of the component variable that assessed the influence of the predictor variables
(LLTD, LTTD and LCTD) on the response variable (Student perceived satisfaction), descriptive statistics was used to
explore the data for to the distribution of the responses on the Likert scale items. And although the data provided by these
variables does not contribute directly to answering the key research questions, it was intended to explore the data for
description purposes. Table 3 below summarizes the responses to the Likert scale items in terms of their frequency and
mean distributions.

Table 3. LLTD Variable Frequencies, means and standard deviations

Measures
LLTD ITEMS SD D A SA Mean Std.
F/P F/P F/P F/P Deviation
Overall, | do interact with fellow students 2(1.2) 3(1.8) 137(81.5) 26(15.5) 3.2679 .78514
I do get feedback from my classmates 4(2.4) 24(14.3) 129(76.8) 11(6.6) 2.9345 .69334
We do hold group discussions with classmates 12(7.1) 26(15.5) 110(65.5) 20(11.9) 2.9048 .89736
I do communicate with colleagues through emails 9(5.4) 21(12.5) 118(70.2) 20(11.9) 3.0060 .90572
I do share my thoughts with colleagues 4(2.4) 14(8.3) 119(70.8) 31(18.5) 3.2262 91365
I do comment on other students thoughts and 9(5.4) 17(10.1) 117(69.6) 25(24.9) 3.0774 .93500
ideas
Group activities give me chances to interact with 5(3) 11(6.5) 113(67.3) 39(23.2) 3.3155 .97354
my classmates
I attend regional meetings to interact with 2(1.2) - 125(74.4) 41(24.4) 3.4643 .90171
colleagues
During residential sessions | hold discussions with 2(1.2) 5(3.0) 127(75.6) 34(20.2) 3.3512 .87644

my classmates
During home study | do consult my classmates for 4(2.4) 25(14.9) 129(76.8) 10(6.0) 2.9226 .69210
support in my assignments

From this analysis, it is clear that all variables (Items) measuring LLTD were scored highly. For example, Item 8 (I
attend regional meetings to interact with colleagues) yielded the highest mean score (M= 3.4643, SD = .90171). This
implies that majority of the students do value interaction with colleagues. However, most students did not seem to value
group discussions with classmates (ME = 2.9048, STD .89736.)

From the exploration and analysis of the data, majority of the learners (58.3%) were classified as experiencing low
leaner -learner transactional distance (LLTD) while 32.1% were rated as experiencing high LLTD. Very few students
rated themselves as experiencing extremely high LLTD. Overall, Leaner- learner Transactional distance registered the
highest mean score of 31.4702 with a standard deviation of 5.41336. This implies that learner-learner transactional
Distance is generally low among the students and the lower the transactional distance the better because it implies that
there is more likelihood of effectiveness of learning. Effective learning involves team work, collaborative learning,
students working together in groups to complete academic assignments and so on (Palloff & Pratt, 2001).
Learner-learner interaction promotes understanding of the course content and stimulates critical thinking. Learners
interacting with one another within a learning community can allow them to overcome their isolation and strengthen
their relationship with the group. If well managed, Leaner-Leaner interaction can lessen feelings of isolation and
promote a sense of a learning community in Distance education.

4.3 Leaner—Teacher Transactional Distance

Leaner—Teacher Transactional distance gave a high ranking in this analysis with 98.2% of the students indicating that
they experienced high to very high transactional distance with the teachers. See table 4. In fact all the items scored
below the mean score >2.5. Items 7 and 8 (my teachers help me out with Extra learning resources and my teachers help
me with personal emotional guidance) received the lowest rankings with a low mean score of 1.8452 and 1.9940
respectively. This High score implies that learner-teacher transactional Distance is high. Again the higher the
transactional distance between students and teachers, the less the effectiveness of learning and the more likelihood of
students dissatisfaction with the course. Thurmond, Wambach, (2002) note that the interaction that transpires between
students and faculty is intended to help reinforce student understanding of the material or elucidate meanings.
Interacting with instructors can help students clarify nebulous points and reinforce correct interpretation of course
information. Existing literature indicates that teachers’ verbal (i.e., giving praise, soliciting viewpoints, humour, and
self-disclosure) and nonverbal (i.e., physical proximity, touch, eye contact, facial expressions and gestures) immediacy

182



Journal of Education and Training Studies \Wol. 2, No. 2; 2014

behaviours can lessen the psycho-logical distance between them and their students, thereby leading to increased
learning (Swan, 2001). The instructor is especially valuable in responding to the learner’s application of new knowledge
(Moore, 1989).

Table 4. LTTD Variable means and Standard Deviations

SD A D SD Mean Std.
Deviation

I communicate with my teachers all the time when 17(10.1) 105(62.5) 37(22) 9(5.4) 2.2798 .85419

I need help

my teachers often respond to my questions 16(9.5) 92(54.8) 52(31) (5(3) 2.3393 .79542

I receive prompt feedback from my teachers 24(14.3) 100(59.5) 44(262) - 2.1786 .70347

I do reply to my teachers emails 25(14.9) 109(64.9) 29(17.3) 5(3.0) 2.1131 .76154
my teachers help out with my practical work 26(15.5) 99(58.9) 43(25.6) - 2.1488 .69764
my teachers are available whenever | need them 19(11.3) 119(70.8) 26(15.5) 4(2.4) 2.1131 .68714
my teachers help me out with learning resources 54(32.1) 86(51.2) 28(16.7) - 1.8452 .68332
my teachers help me with personal emotional 39(23.2) 91(54.2) 38(22.6) - 1.9940 .67900
guidance

my teachers help me with career guidance 37(22) 93(55.4) 38(22.6) - 2.0060 .67012
my teachers help with academic counseling 40(23.8) 88(52.4) 40(23.8) - 2.0000 .69213

4.4 Leaner — Content Transactional Distance

Most items measuring Leaner-Content transactional distance on the other hand generally registered a high mean
score >2.5 with the item stating that course objectives are present in the study units registering the highest mean score
of 3.1667 and a standard deviation of .95194. Item 1 (I have received all the study units in my course) registered the
lowest mean score of 1.8452 with a standard deviation of . 89569 meaning that most students do not receive all the
required course modules. Majority of the students (83.3%) were rated as experiencing low transactional distance with
the course content and only a few 13.1% were rated as experiencing high Transactional distance with the course content.
Overall, Learner — Content TD registered a mean score of 26.7738 slightly above 25(group mean score). This implies
that majority of the students do connect with the course modules and that they are generally satisfied with them. course
modules aspects such provision for additional references (ME= 2.7917) illustrations in the course modules (ME=
2.8810, SD= 1.03130) match between course objectives and exam (ME= 2.8929, SD =.78180 ) among other aspects.
According to Moore (1989) Learner-content interaction results in "changes in the learner's understanding, the learner's
perspective, or the cognitive structures of the learner's mind..”” Factors that affect students’ perception of learning the
course content include continuous contact with the content, clarity of course design, perception of currency of content
(up to date content ) and clear course objectives that are reflected on the exams that the students participate in. The
present analysis generally revealed that most of the students were satisfied with these aspects of the course modules
other than of the dissatisfaction with availability of some of the course modules. See table 5 which summarizes the
mean scores of the Likert items measuring LCTD.

Table 5. LCTD Variable means and Standard Deviations

SA D A SD Mean  Std.
Deviation

I have received all the study units in my course ~ 65(38.7) 77(45.8) 20(11.9 6(3.6) 1.8452 .89569
Course objectives are present in the study units  6(3.6) 18(10.7) 114(67.9) 30(17.9) 3.1667 .95194

Obijectives in the course module are clear 3(1.8) 27(16.1) 119(70.8) 19(11.3) 3.0238 .81859
Course content is difficult to understand 14(8.3)  96(57.1) 49(29.2) 9(5.4) 2.3571 .82102
Content in the study units is up to date 8(4.8) 43(25.6) 89(53) 28(16.7) 2.9524 1.01374
Illustrations in the study units are clear 10(6) 47(28) 87(51.8) 24(14.3) 2.8810 1.03130

Adequate learning activities are provided for in  7(4.2) 80(47.6) 67(39.9) 14((8.4 2.5833 .84355
the course

Media diagrams illustrations are clear 28(16.7) 69(41.1) 65(38.7) 6(3.6) 2.2917 .78423
Additional references are provided after every 16(9.5) 47(28) 83(49.4) 22(13.1) 2.7917 1.07143
lecture

Objectives in the course units do match exams 7(4.2) 29(17.3) 121(72) 11(6.5) 2.8929 .78180
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45LLTD, LTTD and LCTD as Predictors of Learner Satisfaction

This study went further to measure the relationship between the three variables as predictors of students’ satisfaction
with the course. To achieve this, Spearman’s rho correlation coefficients were calculated for all identified predictor
Components of transactional distance i.e. LLTD, LTTD and LCTD paired with the criterion/ dependent variable -
Student Perceived satisfaction with DE course (SPS). Spearman’s rho coefficient was used instead of the Pearson
coefficient because most variables were of ordinal nature. Contingency tables were created and regrouped when
necessary, and the test calculations performed using SPSS. Results of this analysis are discussed below.

Results indicated that there was a strong, positive correlation with all three predictors. The first research question, “To
what extent is leaner-leaner Transactional distance predictive of students perceived satisfaction with the course ?”.
Results indicated that LLTD and SPS was statistically significant (r; = .996, p = 0.05). See table 6. This means that
there is a strong relationship between leaner - learner transactional distance and perceived students satisfaction with the
course i.e. if students experience more distance amongst themselves, they are likely to be dissatisfied with the course
and likewise, if students experience less distance amongst themselves (that they interact and have feelings of
connectedness), they are more likely to be satisfied with the course. From this analysis therefore, it can be concluded
that LLTD is a predictor of SPS. This results concurs with other studies that have confirmed the same ( More 1989,
Alavi, 1994; Palloff & Pratt, 2001). Moore (1989) observed that Learners interacting with one another within a learning
community can allow them to overcome their isolation and strengthen their relationship with the group.

Table 6. Relationship between Predictor variables and students satisfaction with the DE Course

Predictor Variables Leaner Learner-te Learner-content Student
learner acher Transactional perceived
transactional transaction Distance satisfaction
distance with DE

course
Spearman's Leaner- Learner  Correlation 1.000 183" 313 .003
rho transactional Coefficient
distance Sig. (2-tailed) . .017 .000 .966
N 168 168 168 168
Learner-Teacher Correlation 183" 1.000 161" 012
transaction Coefficient
Sig. (2-tailed) .017 . .038 .874
N 168 168 168 168
Learner-Content  Correlation 313" 161" 1.000 328"
Transactional Coefficient
Distance Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .038 . .000
N 168 168 168 168
student Correlation .003 012 328" 1.000
Perceived Coefficient
satisfaction with Sig. (2-tailed) .966 .874 .000 .
DE course N 168 168 168 168

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

The second research question, “is learner-teacher TD a predictor of students perceived satisfaction with the course ?
Results indicated that LTTD and SPS was statistically (r; = ..874, p = 0.05). This means that there is a strong
relationship between learner-Teacher transactional distance and perceived students satisfaction with the course i.e. if
students experience more distance between themselves and the teachers, they are likely to be dissatisfied with the
course and likewise, if students experience less distance between them and the teachers, they are more likely to be
satisfied with the DE course. From this analysis therefore, it can be concluded LTTD is indeed a predictor of SPS. These
results concur with similar studies that have confirmed the same (Chickering & Ehrmann, 1996; Chickering & Gamson,
1987; Moore & Kearsley, 1996). For example, Moore (1980) posits that the physical distance that exists in e-learning
courses between the teacher and the students may result in a psychological and communicational gap between them.
Such a gap will often impede the ability of the teacher and his or her students to achieve the desired level of
understanding among them.

The third research question “to what extent does learner-content Transactional distance serve as a predictor of perceived
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learner satisfaction with course?” Again spearman's Rank Order correlation results indicated that LCTD and SPS was
statistically significant (r; = .328 p = 0.01) This means that there is a strong relationship between learner-content
transactional distance and perceived students satisfaction with the course i.e. if students experience more distance
between themselves and the content, that they find the course content difficult to follow or perceive the course design as
poor, they are likely to be dissatisfied with the course. Likewise, if students experience less distance between them and
the content, they are more likely to be satisfied with the DE course. These results also concur with similar studies that
have confirmed the same. For example factors that affect students” perception of learning the course content include
continuous contact with the content (Leasure, Davis, & Thievon, 2000); clarity of course design (Swan, 2001); time;
participation in online discussions and mode of delivering course content.

4.6 Hypothesis Testing

A correlation analysis was tested to explore the relationships between the predictor variables (LLTD, LTTD and LCTD)
and the Response variables, students Perceived satisfaction (SPS). Results of this analysis presented in table 7 indicate
that the three predictor variables had a significant statistical association with the response variable — Students perceived
satisfaction (SPS). The results of the regression indicated that the three predictors explained 31.6% of the variance (R==
0.100, F (6, 49) = 42.58, p < 0.001). Student satisfaction was significantly predicted by the three predictor variables
LTTD, (13=-.0266, p <.746), LCTD (3= 0.258, p < 0.002), and LLTD (3= 0.111, p =.214). From this analysis, all the
three null hypotheses were rejected and the alternative - that LTD, LTTD and LCTD is predictive of Learner satisfaction
accepted. See also table 8.

Table 7. Regression analysis Results with Perceived student satisfaction as Response (SPS) variable

Standardized beta coefficient t-value Significance

Constant 6.832 .000

LTTD -.026 .325 746

LCTD .258 3.093 .002

LLTD A11 1.248 214
Table 8. Results of Hypothesis Testing
Hypotheses Statement Accepted or rejected
Hol Leaner-leaner Transactional distance is not predictive of students Rejected

perceived satisfaction with the course

Ho2 Learner-Teacher Transactional distance is not a predictor of students Rejected
perceived satisfaction with the course

Ho3 Learner-Content Transactional distance does not serve as a predictor of Rejected
perceived learner satisfaction with course

5. Discussions, Conclusions and Recommendations

The students in this survey were not only able to identify their experiences of different forms of transactional distance
that they experience as learners but were also able to state their position in terms of their satisfaction with the course.
Results of the study clearly indicated that the theory predictor variables (LLTD, LTTD, LCTD) were all positively
correlated with perceived students’ satisfaction with the DE course. This calls for ways and means of lowering or
decreasing the learning transactional distance experienced DE students. Results indicated that teacher —student
transactional distance was one experienced by most of the students in this study. More opportunities perhaps need to be
provided for students to interact more with the teachers. Teacher-student interactions are important not only in
motivation of learners but are also important in reinforcing student understanding of the material presented to them and
elucidating meanings. Existing literature indicates that teachers’ verbal behaviours such as giving praise, soliciting
viewpoints, humour, and self-disclosure and nonverbal actions such as physical proximity, touch, eye contact, facial
expressions and gestures all can lessen the psychological distance between teachers and their students, thereby leading
to increased learning (Swan, 2001). The Teacher is particularly valuable in responding to the learner’s application of
new knowledge.

DE teachers need to be well trained to appreciate their roles in facilitating learning in DE courses. One of the challenges
faced by DE programs offered in a Dual systems (Where both conventional and DE approaches are used in delivering
courses) is the use of teachers who are accustomed to Conventional face to face tutoring. Often in such circumstances,
the teachers are not given any additional training to help them manage distance education programs. This often results
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to the faculty using the same approaches used in face- face tutoring with total disregard of the special needs and
demands of the DE learner and DE approaches. There is need therefore to make deliberate efforts to train and orientate
this faculty and equip them with the necessary capacity to manage DE learners and programs.

Results of this study also indicated that learner — content interaction was highly valued by the students. Considering that
these are distance learning students, interaction with content is fundamental in the whole learning process. However,
effectiveness of learner - content interaction may be affected by many factors such as adequate availability of the
content, continuous contact with the content, clarity of course design, and other factors such as adequate time for the
learners to go through the content. This calls for deliberate effort to be made in ensuring effective course design and
availability of adequate content in the form of study learning resources and effective connectivity where the courses are
offered online. There is also need to train students in study skills and management of time for them to reap maximum
benefits of course content.

Whereas learner — learner TD and Learner - content TD did not score poorly in this analysis, there is need to make sure
that students are given many opportunities for collaborative learning. Learners interacting with one another within a
learning community can allow them to overcome their isolation and strengthen their relationship with the group.

6. Limitations of the Study and Areas for Further Research

Generalizability of the results of this study beyond the research setting may be limited by the following factors. One,
only quantitative analysis was used and therefore more detailed in-depth explanation of the theory variables were not
exhaustively explained. Secondly, the sample was limited to students following a Bachelors of Education Arts program.
Perhaps an analysis with more diversified subject areas could capture interpretations that were beyond the scope of this
study. Perhaps further research could be directed to the same research question but with diversified subject areas such as
the sciences. Larger samples could also be used to see whether such an analysis would yield same results.
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