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Abstract

What constitutes quality in university distance education courses?  Is it 
professionally
prepared and presented study materials?  Is it high course completion 
rates?  Is it meeting
pre-specified criteria set by national bodies?  While these may be 
important components, this
paper argues that a concept central to quality in university distance 
education programmes is
consumer satisfaction.  It reports the result of a pilot study conducted in 
the Business Studies
Faculty at Massey University in which perceptions of quality were explored 
in focus group
interviews.  A questionnaire will be developed from this information to 
investigate consumer
perceptions of quality more widely within the university.
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CONSUMER AND STAFF PERCEPTIONS OF QUALITY IN DISTANCE
EDUCATION

INTRODUCTION

I think the student's perception of quality is as important if not more 
important than the
reality of quality.

This revealing statement made by a staff member at Massey University 
captures a central
dilemma of the quality debate, especially as it applies to higher 
education.  What is the
`reality of quality' if it is not the subjective experience of the 
consumer?   Some would argue
that the reality relates to high academic standards, excellence of 
materials presentation or even
the intellectual attainments of the learner.  Indeed, the assessment of 
quality in higher
education has tended to focus on these measurable outputs and tertiary 
distance education is
no exception.  Consumer perceptions have not received a great deal of 
attention.  Much of
the research and literature in this area has considered quality from the 
management
perspective or from the position of those who advise on or help develop 
distance education
courses and technologies.  In addition, little research has been done into 
the perceptions of
teaching staff about quality in distance education.

This research investigates the construct of quality in university distance 
education in terms
of the perceptions of students and teaching staff.

Only one out of 57 papers presented at a recent international conference  
Australian and South Pacific External Studies Association (ASPESA) 
Biennial, Forum, Charles Sturt
University, Bathhurst, NSW, 13-16 July, 1991. on quality indistance 
education examined perceptions of quality of staff teaching at a distance.  
Six of
those 57 papers looked at student perceptions of quality while the 



remaining 50 considered
quality issues primarily from an institutional or political perspective.  
Furthermore, when
student perceptions of quality are surveyed, it is usually done after the 
event, that is, with
reference to a particular course and at the completion of that course.  
Thus student perceptions
of quality are shaped largely by the experience they have just had and may 
be influenced by
a number of other variables.

The teacher-pleaser syndrome can prevent students revealing their true 
opinions and some
students fear their grades will be affected if they give negative feedback.  
Cynicism about the
use of student feedback can also affect how students complete evaluations 
at the end of the
course.  The limitations of this type of evaluation must therefore be 
recognised for students
do not get an opportunity to express their opinions about the generic 
dimensions of quality. 
In fact much of the research reported in the literature is based on 
summative evaluation, that
is, it evaluates quality at the end of the course (after the event) and 
there is a lack of research
associated with formative evaluation, that is, dynamic, on-going evaluation 
about student
perceptions of quality during the course of their studies.

A notable exception is the research carried out by Viljoen, Holt and 
Petzall at Deakin
University with students in the MBA programme.  They developed a student-
oriented
framework for quality based on student formative evaluations and concluded 

that the concept of quality needs to be based on the conceptions of the 
student as much
as on the conceptions of the suppliers of the educational goods and 
services (1990:509).

But there are other stakeholders in the provision of higher education whose 
conceptions of
quality are also important and to whom providers are accountable.  
Governments, employers,
professional groups and society all have a stake in the educational 
product.  Accountability
to government from the university sector has traditionally been low key but 
this situation has



changed radically and institutions now have to compete for government 
funding and find
additional outside sources of funds to sustain activities previously 
supported by government. 
Throughout the world governments are demanding more accountability from 
educational
providers as national bodies are established to monitor `standards' and 
assist in the
development of curricula.  Inevitably quality will tend to be defined by 
such bodies.

In such an environment it would be easy to lose sight of the needs and 
requirements of the
`real' customer - the student.  But this very environment makes students 
more demanding and
discerning about their own educational and training needs.  Increasingly 
they expect to have
some say in how those needs should be met.

Something that is often overlooked is that teaching staff's perceptions of 
quality are just as
important as those of students.  Their expertise in content areas, as 
communicators of
knowledge, and their experience of the educational process give them a very 
high stake in the
definition and implementation of quality.  A complex interaction exists 
between the learner
and the facilitator.  Viljoen et al highlight this interaction as a unique 
aspect of the
educational `product'.

Quality is as much determined by the input of the customers as it is by the 
providers of
the experience.  Educators can never guarantee that their product will work 
to a pre-
specified level of performance because consumers of the product must play a 
significant
and active role in maximising their learning from the product (1990:503).

Thus the perceptions of quality of both teaching staff and students are 
critically important to
any examination of the construct of quality.

Purpose

This study used focus group interviews to explore perceptions of quality of 
staff and students
in a distance education context.  It had three main purposes.  



Firstly it was designed as a pilot study which will feed into a much larger 
and wider study
of quality issues in distance education in the Business Studies Faculty at 
Massey University.

A second purpose was to generate information which will assist in the 
design of the staff and
student questionnaires to be used in the wider study.
  
The third purpose was to see the extent to which ideas generated by the 
focus groups
reflected major themes in the literature.

The major study will examine perceptions of quality of students, teaching 
staff and top policy
makers in the Faculty of Business Studies and the University and analyse 
areas of congruence
and incongruence.  Students and staff will be surveyed with questionnaires 
while interviews
will be conducted with top policy makers.  A number of other focus group 
interviews will be
conducted with students and staff before the questionnaires are designed.

Eventually it is hoped that information gained from the major study will 
assist with course
design, help to improve the quality of Massey University's distance 
education programme and
enable the university to maintain its strong position in an increasingly 
competitive market. 
It may also assist in the design of a generic instrument to assess quality 
in tertiary business
studies distance education courses.

METHODOLOGY

The study involved extramural students and staff from Massey University 
which is the largest
provider of university level distance education in Australasia.  Massey 
also provides internal
tuition for students, that is to say, it is a dual mode institution.

Why Focus Group Interviews?

Focus group interviews are a technique frequently used in market research.  
Besides the
obvious advantages of speed and relatively modest cost, they have a number 



of other benefits,
particularly in relation to issues of validity.

As the study examines people's perceptions it was important to use a 
technique that was as
free as possible from ideas about quality derived from the literature or 
the researchers' values
and experience.  In focus group interviews there is no rigid question 
schedule.  As the
interview is semi-structured with a list of topics which participants 
discuss and probe ratherthan set questions, the discussion should be 
relatively free of the values and beliefs of the
interviewer(s).  Another advantage is that participants stimulate each 
other (Wells in Furber,
1974) - one participant's remarks may stimulate a whole line of thinking 
and discussion from
other participants.  Furthermore, shy or less confident members of the 
group may be
encouraged to express their ideas by bolder participants.  The interviewer 
can also actively
encourage contributions from all members of the groups.  The group 
situation, then, can build
confidence and encourage a free and open discussion of the issues in 
question.  Focus group
interviews are therefore a good mechanism for generating ideas and 
hypotheses, in this case
about the construct of quality in distance education.

Impact on Validity

Using focus group interviews as a first step in the major study will have 
an impact on face
validity, construct validity and content validity.  The questionnaires used 
in the major study
will have face validity because the items in them will be based on 
information derived from
the focus group interviews.  The dimensions of quality surveyed will 
therefore reflect the true
perceptions of staff and students.

The focus group interviews are also an important step in construct 
validity.  The ideas
generated from the interviews test the major constructs of quality and help 
to illuminate them. 
The interviews also help to move the instruments to be used in the broader 
study along the
path towards content validity.  This first series of interviews is a start 
and questionnaire items
will be generated and refined as the study progresses.



The Interviews

Three focus group interviews were conducted - one with teaching staff and 
two with students. 
The staff focus group was composed of four women and three men who were 
drawn from six
of the seven departments in the Business Studies Faculty.  Each staff 
member had at least two
years' experience teaching at a distance and two had more than ten years.

The two student groups were selected on the basis of `low experience' and 
`high experience'
of studying at a distance because it was felt that perceptions of quality 
could change with
experience.  The low experience group had completed fewer than five 
extramural papers while
the high experience group had completed at least ten extramural papers.  
However, three of
the low experience group were already graduates who had completed their 
first degrees as
internal students and one other member of the group had completed twelve 
papers internally. 
This led to some interesting comments about the differences between 
studying internally and
extramurally.

There were six students in the low experience group  (four men and two 
women) and seven
students in the high experience group (one women and six men).  Wells (in 
Furber 1974)
suggests that six to ten participants is about the right size group to be 
easily managed and to
provide the mutual stimulation so essential for idea generation and 
discussion.

All interviews were conducted during the evening, were tape-recorded and 
then transcribed. 
Semi-structured discussion topics were used (see Appendix A).

Because of time constraints, local extramural students, those living in 
Palmerston North where
the University is sited, were interviewed.  Some limitations of this 
approach are
acknowledged.  For example, students may not feel the same sense of 
isolation as more
distant students and they have ready access to staff and the library.  
Nevertheless, their



perceptions of quality are valid.  During the next stage of the study, 
focus group interviews
will be conducted with students in other parts of the country which should 
highlight
differences.  Some sense of the relevant differences has already been 
gained as three members
of the experienced group had, in fact, studied extramurally from other 
parts of New Zealand.

An important caveat in relation to this study is that the groups used may 
not be representative
of the Business Studies Faculty as a whole.  It would therefore be unwise 
to generalise from
the comments of participants in the focus groups.

CONTENT ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION

Analysis of the focus group interview transcripts highlighted some 
fundamental differences
in perception among the staff and student groups but also some common 
themes.

The major quality themes that emerged from the interviews related to:

i) course structure and content 
ii) course administration 
iii) institutional and environmental influences 

iv) relationships 
v) standards and evaluation
vi) course integrity

Each group placed a different emphasis on varying aspects of quality.  For 
example, staff
perceived that content gave a course its integrity and quality.  The 
attitude of course
controllers was of paramount importance to the high experience group.  A 
supportive attitude
with flexibility of deadlines represented that extra dimension that 
distinguished an `ordinary'
course from a `quality' course.  On the other hand, the overriding concerns 
for the low
experience group were relevance and assessment.

Generally, staff and high experience students articulated a wider range of 
ideas and displayed 
greater familiarity with the university `system' than did the low 
experience group.  Staff and



high experience students also seemed to share a sense of some broader 
educational values and
the need for an element of intellectual challenge which was not evident in 
discussion with the
low experience group.

The three groups unanimously agreed that it was difficult to separate the 
service aspects of
the course from the materials and content.  A staff member summed it up in 
the following
way:  `You can't have quality if you have got really perfect service but 
really terrible content,
and you can't have quality if you have got really brilliant content and 
shocking service'.

Several of the themes addressed in the following discussion are graphically 
captured by the
negative experience of one student:

I had a shocking experience with a paper.  The material was late to start 
off with, the
course was divided into thirds, there were three people - one for each 
third - and each
of the thirds was totally unrelated.  There were no clear objectives or 
structure to the
course, there was no study guide, there was no text book and there was a 
bunch of
readings.  One third had no readings, one third of it had reasonable 
readings and the
other third had PhD level stuff.  There was only one large assignment 
rather than lots
of small activities and I was left with the feeling that I was useless.

Also encapsulated in the extract is a sense of the emotional involvement of 
students in the
learning experience.  Students and staff alike displayed a sense of 
personal ownership of the
courses with which they were involved: students as customers and staff as 
`creators' of their
courses.

Course Structure and Content 

All three groups were in strong agreement that a coherently structured 
course was one of the
key dimensions of quality.  Here they referred to clearly stated aims and 
objectives reflected
in the academic content and assessment.  This was tied to the broader 
notion of staff needing



to communicate clearly their expectations to students in the course.  
Textual clarity or
readability was also identified as important, students referring to 
`appropriately levelled'
materials as well as clearly written and error free text.

Whilst concurring with the above and recognising that service and content 
are inextricably
interrelated, teaching staff expressed the belief that content was the 
highest priority in a
quality course.  Implicit in staff's discussion of content was the notion 
that students should
be challenged or extended and that an element of `personal development' 
would be

incorporated into a quality course.  Staff discussion of quality of content 
referred to the need
for a quality university course to extend students intellectually and 
develop `critical thinking,
judgement and that sort of philosophical stuff'.  Also distinguishing staff 
from student
perceptions of quality was staff's belief that quality incorporated a 
special element which was
variously referred to as `academic stringency' or `rigour' referring to a 
certain level of
analysis and critical appraisal.

Staff spoke too, of the necessity for materials to include a range of 
readings that
complemented the prescribed textbook.  Students, on the other hand, chose 
to address the
issue of readings in terms of quantity.  Both student groups maintained 
that the quality of
some courses was marred by the excessive quantity of readings including the 
requirement to
buy multiple texts.  This was an unnecessary financial drain.  

A particular quality concern of the low experience student group was 
relevance.  Generally
they wanted  courses that were practical (as opposed to theoretical), 
applicable to their work
situations and textbooks that were written about New Zealand.  At the very 
least, texts should
be `relevant to the New Zealand context'. 

Relevance was also identified by staff but for them it held a slightly 
different meaning.  Staff
perceived the need for course materials to be not only up to date and 
relevant, but flexible



so that students could apply them in ways that suited their personal 
situations.  This echoes
Bradbery's (1991) contention that, value to the learner is a prime 
consideration in quality:

˘there needs to be a degree of flexibility built into the learning process 
that allows
the learner to easily bypass those paths that are not relevant.

˘there needs to be adequate attention paid to establishing relevance of the 
learning. 

This practical emphasis could be interpreted as a function of the 
particular disciplines taught
within the Business Studies Faculty, for example, management, accounting, 
marketing and
law.  A similar concern with vocational relevance is likely to emerge in an 
investigation of
quality for other applied disciplines.

Another important aspect of course content and structure was thought to be 
face to face
contact.  For some students cost was a disincentive for attending on-campus 
courses and a
reason for offering more regional courses. 

While acknowledging the difficulties currently preventing students from 
attending on-campus
courses, staff believed that face to face contact was an important 
component of quality,
particularly to students at higher levels.  Additionally, they appeared to 
be more sympathetic
to students who attended on-campus courses.  

If I find students not going very well and they didn't come to the on-
campus course, then
I don't have quite as much sympathy for them.  [Attendance] is saying 
something about
the motivation of the student...It is so much easier if they do come in.  
Then perhaps it's
osmosis, but you can help them out a lot...  

The value of on-campus courses was interpreted differently by the 
experienced students, who
stressed the advantages of personal contact:

[They] humanise [the course] for me.  You get to put a face to the name, a 
personality
to the comments.  It also puts a bit of perspective on things...and you 
have an



opportunity to clarify feedback and ask questions.  

High experience students emphasised both the assistance gained from course 
controllers and
the positive aspects of mixing with other students. 
 
This positive response was not shared by the low experience student group.  
Group members
felt that on-campus courses were sometimes not focused on student needs, 
perceiving the on-
campus course as just another `chance for the tutor to shove more 
information into you'. 
This, for them, detracted from the overall course quality.  They also 
pointed out that some
tutors pitched the course at too high a level.  `They talk as though they 
are way up there, and
don't remember that we are way down here'.  Students commented that there 
were not
enough opportunities for discussion.  A feature of this group was that 
their extramural
experience tended to be with large courses where the opportunities for 
discussion and
interaction are sometimes difficult to implement. 

Assessment is an integral part of course design and each group talked about 
assignments and
marking procedures at some length.  Staff were concerned that there be a 
variety of
appropriate assessment and that the topics extend the students.  Fairness 
to all students was
important and they believed that marks standardisation was essential to a 
quality course. 
They also saw that a rapid turnaround of assignments was an important 
aspect of service
delivery and therefore related to quality.

Both student groups referred to the proportion of people who pass a course 
as an indication
of quality.  This might have been expected as success or failure will be 
judged on the basis
of assessment.  Both student groups also referred to a preference for 
several smaller
assignments rather than one large one to help the student `ease into the 
course'.  A strikingdifference between the two groups, however, was that 
experienced students saw assignments
as an integral part of the learning process, whereas low experience 
students focused on the
outcome in terms of the grade achieved.



Experienced students felt that assignments must be challenging and should 
reinforce course
content.  However, flexibility of assignment deadlines was undoubtedly one 
of the strongest
influences on their perception of quality.  Of interest was that students 
in this group felt that
they would be willing to accept a slower turnaround of assignments in 
return for more
flexible deadlines.  It was also important that the feedback should reflect 
the grade given and
that the comments should be constructive.  A group of first year students 
surveyed by Benson,
Collis, Parer and Robinson (1991) also identified this as an important 
dimension of quality.

In line with their general focus on student assessment, the main structure 
and content
preoccupation for the low experience group was assignment marking.  
Students criticised
courses for perceived inconsistencies in marking and expectations.  Low 
marks were attributed
to external factors rather than personal characteristics of the student.  
For example, it was
claimed that course controllers failed to acknowledge personal experience 
when marking an
assignment, that students got the wrong tutor or that markers were 
inexperienced.

One conclusion from these observations might be that the two student groups 
showed
differing levels of objectivity with regard to assessment and its impact on 
quality: the high
experience group tending towards objectivity and the low experience group 
towards
subjectivity.  An alternative explanation is that the two groups displayed 
different degrees of
institutionalisation.

Course Administration 

Course administration was an important aspect of the discussion about 
quality.  Staff tended
to make a distinction between their academic and service functions claiming 
that students
were often confused about the roles and responsibilities of different staff 
members.  Staff also
felt a conflict between the different roles they were expected to fulfil 



and felt that more
administrative support was necessary in order to provide a quality service.  
They mentioned
timeliness of materials despatch and receipt and also felt that students 
perceived quality
differently over time, one saying that `in the  short term [students look 
for] service, in the
long term content'. 

Course administration influenced the perceptions of quality of the high 
experience group in
that it affected their  ability to plan and organise their own study.  
Quality was enhanced if
material was received early, if students were aware of when to expect 
postings and when
lecturers clearly listed details of course administration including their 
own availability.  There
was a clear indication that course administration was an integral part of a 
quality service. 

Low experience students agreed that the organisation of a course was one of 
its distinguishing
quality characteristics.  In accord with their responses on other matters, 
this group tended to
emphasise administration mainly as it related to course assessment.  For 
example, they made
reference to the necessity of providing markers with guidelines.  Their 
feelings about quality
were also influenced by their perceptions of the size of the course, small 
being beautiful!

Institutional and Environmental Influences

Both internal and external environmental constraints were identified as key 
contributors to
quality by all groups.  These included structural and political concerns as 
well as resource
limitations in terms of people, time and money.

One staff member's perception that `the University system militates against 
quality' was
echoed by other staff members and both student groups.  Major aspects of 
the University
structure identified by staff as affecting quality were the efficiency of 
the extramural
operation, the promotion system, resourcing, the lack of support for 
extramural teaching and
the constraints of the dual mode.  While the high experience student group 
had more



awareness of the structure of the University, the concerns of both groups 
tended to centre on
their personal needs in relation to course structures and availability of 
papers.

Staff described the university extramural operation as `hugely inefficient' 
and this detracted
from quality.  They felt restricted by the lack of teaching and 
administrative support and
found it difficult to find out who could assist them.  They cited instances 
of lost assignments,
inability to get material printed at short notice and having administrative 
staff making
academic decisions about who should enrol in their courses.  This could 
indicate a lack of
clear role definition.

One of the concerns voiced by staff was the rigidity of production 
deadlines.  These placed
unnecessary pressure upon them especially as they were required to fulfil 
multiple roles. 
Quality was compromised by the inflexibility of these deadlines which 
prevented staff

including important up to date material.  This may be particularly 
important in a faculty like
Business Studies where, to remain relevant, course content must reflect 
changes taking place
in the external environment.

The promotion system, staff claimed, discouraged excellence in course 
delivery.  Staff
maintained that the system primarily rewarded lecturers for high research 
and publication
outputs rather than teaching.  Since the bulk of their time was engaged in 
teaching, both
internal and extramural, promotion criteria were perceived as inconsistent.  
Interestingly the
experienced student group also had an appreciation of this, pointing out 
the paradox.  This
group acknowledged the value of research and felt that staff should be able 
to spend equal
amounts of time on teaching and research.  Indeed, the lack of time was 
constantly referred
to as a barrier to achieving quality.

Another structural factor inhibiting quality was the lack of administrative 
support, particularly
for large courses.  This meant that staff spent a disproportionate amount 



of time on
administrative matters to the detriment of their teaching and research.  

Staff also criticised the lack of instructional design support.  They felt 
that the current system
lacked the integration necessary to obtain a quality product which melded 
content and
instructional design expertise.  These responsibilities, they suggested, 
should be  vested in the
departments.
  
All three groups had an awareness of the constraints of the dual mode and 
felt that quality
was in some way affected by this.  Their discussions often incorporated 
comparisons betweeninternal and extramural modes.  Staff made reference to 
internal teaching exacerbating the
resource constraints, and felt that their own energies were thinly spread 
between the two
modes.  

In the case of the students there was evidence that their perception of the 
internal course was
actually applied as an informal standard against which the quality of their 
own extramural
course could be compared.  This may not be unusual as it is the policy of 
Massey University
to offer extramural courses which parallel the internal course. 

It should be noted that the extent of the comparisons between the two modes 
may have been
greater with these student samples than with the general extramural 
population as many of
the students interviewed had at some time studied internally.  Also, as 
they all lived near the
university it is likely that they would come into some contact with 
internal students. 

Low experience students believed their group to be `more mature and 
confident' than internal
students.  The group was divided as to whether internal or extramural study 
led to better
learning, some members believing extramural made them apply themselves more 
and others
enjoying internal more as lectures were `such a learning experience'.  
Comparisons for this
group often focused on (as so much of the discussion did) assessment 
comparisons.  They
also, however, made the point that their work experience distinguished them 
from internal
students and this affected their study goals.



Students studying internally were seen by their extramural counterparts as 
being advantaged.
They had `more experienced' markers, `more access to lecturers' and 
therefore more

opportunity to find out exactly what the lecturer required for an 
assignment.  There was also
a perception that there were more extramural than internal students 
enrolled in individual
papers and this negatively affected the perceived quality of the distance 
course.

High experience students also compared assignment marks to those of 
internal students. 
Additionally, they expressed concern over the messages received from 
internal students about
what a nuisance extramural students were.  While these messages may have 
been distorted
somewhat in the sending, staff did refer to the difficulties associated 
with `juggling' the two
modes.  This highlights the concern of this high experience group with 
`personal' service. 
The group also indicated a belief that there was a considerable fees `gap' 
between studying
internally and extramurally.

Staff saw internal students and extramural students as two identifiably 
different groups. 
According to staff, extramural students had different motivations to 
internal students (`internal
students are more likely to just want the qualification') and different 
characteristics.
  
Staff stressed `fairness' as being important and expressed the belief that 
extramural and
internal courses should be as similar in content as possible (presumably 
believing that this
would address the fairness issue).  In fact staff regularly spoke in terms 
of being fair to both
groups by maintaining parallel courses and drew comparisons between the two 
modes. 
However, members held differing opinions as to whether internal and 
extramural students
needed to sit the same exam.  

They also attributed extramural students with a greater likelihood of  
having special demandson their time so incorporated different extension 
policies.  One staff member said that she



would make internal students `walk over hot coals' before granting an 
extension, but would
be more flexible with extramural students.

Both staff and the high experience student group identified changes in 
society that affected
their perceptions of quality.  Staff saw the increasing demand for quality 
in society as being
reflected in more pressure from students for `quality' courses, and 
particularly for quality of
service.  Students agreed with this and also  believed that the increasing 
proportion of fees
that they were paying gave them rights as customers and enabled them to be 
more demanding
about quality.

Students were quick to point out that universities, like any other 
business, nowadays operate
in an increasingly competitive environment.  While Massey presently had a 
competitive
advantage in distance education, students perceived that other tertiary 
institutions were poised
to enter the market.  Students would defect if Massey could not meet their 
needs in terms of
quality.

Relationships

One of the really distinguishing aspects of the interviews was the degree 
of importance
attached to the affective domain by the different groups.  Personal 
communication improved
quality for all groups.  This included staff-student communication and 
student-student
communication.  However, the experienced student group placed primary 
emphasis on their

relationship with the course controller.  They believed this was 
established initially by the
tone and nature of the on-enrolment posting.  Of particular importance was 
the perceived
friendliness of  academic staff members and their availability.  
Additionally students valued
staff's willingness to establish communication channels which were 
convenient to them and
believed that through this they could judge the course controller's level 
of interest.  



It's a real nuisance when they say they can be contacted between 11 and 12 
on Mondays
only, and don't bother to call any other time.  I just don't bother...it 
comes back to the
inconvenience factor to me.  They are sort of saying that they are trying 
to help but they
really don't want me to call.

It was noticeable that a lot of the words that students used to describe 
positive aspects of their
courses were emotive ones relating to the course controller's attitude.  
For example, they used
words such as `encouraging', `accommodating', `helpful', `interested' and 
`enthusiastic':
`It all comes back to the course controller - what they do directly affects 
quality'. 

Staff appeared to recognise the importance of their own attitudes and 
behaviours in
contributing to student perceptions of quality.  There was a feeling that 
large courses did not
share the advantages of smaller ones in establishing a personal 
relationship between staff
member and student.  `Individual attention and that feeling that there is 
someone there who
if you are stuck you can ring up and talk to is quite important in terms of 
quality'.  They
talked about the importance of their own `enthusiasm' and `commitment' to 
extramural
teaching and suggested it was important to `answer the phone with a smile'.  
However, in
practice it was often difficult to do this and extramural students did not 
appreciate the
complex demands on their time:

I could spend easily a day a week or even longer just answering letters and 
queries and
things that come from extramural students.  Then they ring and they catch 
you on the
hop or when you are just running out of the room to give a lecture 
somewhere else.  You
have to be quite careful to explain to them that it's not just that you 
don't want talk to
them, it's just that you have other commitments and they will have to call 
you back.

The low experience student group believed that what made one course better 
than another was



a combined function of the course controller's interest and the student's 
interest.

A request from the course controller for students to complete a personal 
profile or data sheet
was positively interpreted by students as an expression of the course 
controller's interest. 
Staff recognised the value of this but thought that generally the 
University could improve
quality in this area by centralising  student data collection  at  faculty 
level.

The course controller appeared to fulfil multiple support roles for both 
groups of students. 
Staff confirmed this and mentioned that in addition to their educational 
role they sometimes
played a counselling or mentoring role.  One person described dealing with 
a student who had
experienced enrolment difficulties:  `Suddenly my role wasn't an educator.  
I was a counsellor
dealing with this anger'.

Staff also talked about the difficulties inherent in this complex 
relationship given that they
may not feel equipped to play other than a teaching role:  `You become the 
focus of [the
students'] emotional commitment.  Suddenly all their energy and hope is 
focused on your
course'.

From the student discussions very little evidence emerged of their 
utilising support services

other than the course controller.  They themselves were aware that this was 
partially a
function of living near the University.  However, the high experience group 
were very clear
that time had taught them to be independent, to initiate contact and to 
seek the advice and
support that they needed.  They described themselves as `survivors'.  These 
students, then,
described themselves in terms of some of the characteristics of adult 
learning.  

Standards and Evaluation

All three groups referred to standards within the broader discussion of 
quality in distance



education.  In answer to the question asking what were appropriate 
standards and how they
might be assessed, staff discussed the difficulties of evaluating the 
`substance' of courses.  
This was in keeping with their general preoccupation with course content.  
They were
concerned with maintaining consistency across courses and modes.  They also 
mentioned the 
`pressure to push down standards' and the problems associated with the 
differing personal and
academic standards of individuals.  This `problem' is a commonly accepted 
interpretation of
academic freedom.  Establishing standards when students enter the course 
with a range of
experience, ability and motivation was seen as a challenge.  Staff 
highlighted the difficulties
in obtaining constructive feedback from students when post hoc or summative 
evaluation was
used.

Staff were equivocal about the use of external professional bodies to 
accredit or evaluate the
quality of their courses.  Rather, they opted for any system of moderation 
or evaluation being
conducted on a `collegial' basis, probably within their own departments.

In contrast to this, the high experience students expressed a strong 
preference for independent
audits, independent setting of standards and the close involvement of 
stakeholder groups other
than those within the institution itself.  They were conversant with 
industrial standards,
including the ISO 9000 series, and believed that a similar approach should 
be applied in the
University.  Experienced students thought that staff should be `held a lot 
more accountable,
not only for the product, but for the people they are actually educating'.  
They displayed a
strong sense that the University and its staff were accountable to a number 
of interest groups
outside the University.  

The group believed that there should be control mechanisms in place to 
ensure standards were
being met.  Such assessment procedures should be administered centrally 
perhaps at Faculty
level or by a central quality assurance unit.  Even at departmental level, 
course evaluations
were believed to be more credible if `done by someone other than the course 
controller'.  



Additionally students suggested that it should be easier to `unload the 
[lecturers] who want
to cruise' if they are not performing.  One student had this to say about 
performance
indicators:

There should be indicators like the dropout rate, followed up by the reason 
why.  The
pass rate [should be monitored], establish a formal complaint system so 
that students
know how to complain and use these at individual [staff] performance 
appraisals so
people are accountable...Lecturers should be assessed on their teaching 
ability in front
of the students - someone actually comes and observes their teaching 
practices.

Some group members went so far as to suggest that all courses use a 
standard format for
written materials.  `I reckon in the study guide you should be able to go 
to page two and
know that will be a timetable `cos it's basically the same as other study 
guides'.

Another aspect of standards identified by this group was that of content 
relevance.  Students
suggested that there should be more exchanges of staff between industry and 
the University
to ensure that employers' needs were being met.
   
The low experience group also recognised the interest that employer groups 
had in ensuring
courses ultimately served their needs.  They suggested that a local review 
board might be set
up for employers to assess course quality but other suggestions  were 
somewhat vague.  For
example, they said `consultation with the market place' might be 
appropriate in setting
standards.  They also mentioned more common and easily measured indicators 
such as pass
rates.    

These students felt that lecturers imposed standards which did not match 
their own.  It
appeared that their concept of standards related more to meeting their 
personal needs
especially with regard to work skills.  The impression conveyed was that 



students should be
primarily responsible for setting standards, perhaps in consultation with 
employer groups.

Course Integrity

Course integrity refers to an area of quality that was difficult to 
describe other than in terms
of the perceived soundness, reputation or standing of the entire course 
package and what
Juran (1989) would call its `fitness for purpose.' This integrity aspect 
underpinned many of
the other quality perceptions of all three groups.  What was interesting 
was that all three
groups expressed this dimension differently.

Staff were concerned that course quality or integrity would be compromised 
if what they
referred to as `academic standards' were not achieved.  They perceived 
external pressure to
lower standards and pressure from students some of whom `don't really care 
about the
content, they just want to get the paper'.  There was a sense that they 
were part of a wider
University community and it was important that Massey University was 
recognised as a
reputable institution.  Whilst their own reputations were important, they 
also wanted the
qualifications awarded by the University to be recognised for their 
quality. 

You have got to be careful because otherwise you could slip into being a 
university
which has no content at all.  We are academics and we need to maintain 
standards which
I think is very important otherwise it does just get watered down and 
become a $10 PhD
University, a storefront university.

Staff knew that it was important to `keep up with the play' yet expressed 
dissatisfaction that
they were not always able to teach in their research areas.  This diluted 
their efforts and
compromised course quality. 

The staff group also mentioned that integrity would be enhanced by using a 
range of media
to deliver their courses and they made particular mention of computer 
technology.  Yet



technology was notably absent from the student discussions, supporting the 
findings of
Bowser and Shepherd (1991) who found that `while technology may from a 
practitioners [sic]
perspective enhance the quality of the product it does not necessarily do 
so for the consumer'. 
As mentioned earlier the student groups focused instead on relationships 
(high experience
students) and outcomes (low experience students).

For high experience students it was the issue of credibility that was 
central to course integrity.

This related to several aspects of courses but the main focus was on staff 
credibility.

Some have very little practical experience and it is all theory.  They may 
have finished
their degree or masterate or something and then next year they are out 
lecturing.  As an
extramural, when you're a bit older, it starts showing through the gaps 
what happens in
the real world and what happens in the textbook.  They lose a bit of 
respect from
you...Comes down to their credibility.

Despite the emphasis on `real world' experience, experienced students did 
not discount the
value of theory.  They suggested that there should be a balance of the 
practical and theoretical
within a programme such as a degree or diploma.  They also spoke of the 
increase in the
student contribution to university fees and were therefore conscious of the 
need to receive
`value for money' since they were themselves `forking out' for courses.

In contrast the low experience student group appeared to place little value 
on theory.  Rather,
they emphasised experience in industry and a practical bias as being 
important and this they
called relevance.  In fact relevance was the key term in this group's 
discussion and appeared
to be the main contributor to course integrity.

CONCLUSION

This pilot study is an initial attempt to identify the major dimensions of 
quality in distance



education courses.  It has highlighted some of the advantages of focus 
group interviews 
including the generation of a number of useful ideas about quality which 
have been classified
into six major themes:  course structure and content, course 
administration, institutional andenvironmental influences, relationships, 
standards and evaluations and course integrity.  While
generalisations from such a small and convenience sample would be unwise, 
the findings
confirm and extend themes identified in mainstream literature and research.  

For example, this study identified course design and the relationship 
between learner and
educator as central to the construct of quality.  These have received a 
great deal of attention
in the literature.  Various theoretical models have influenced how course 
materials have been
developed and what constitutes a quality course.  Holmberg (1981) defined 
distance education
as a `method of guided didactic conversation' and saw course materials and 
content as crucial
to developing a `conversation-like interaction' between the student and the 
facilitator.

Theories of adult learning have also had a considerable impact in the past 
for quality in
distance education.  Dekkers (1991) points out that the increasing emphasis 
on catering for
individual differences and recognition of the personal and academic 
backgrounds of adult
learners, have had a major impact on the design and development of distance 
education
instructional material.  Both staff and students in the interviews had an 
awareness of the
importance of this as a dimension of quality.

Burge (1988) argues for a `learner-centred' approach to the design of 
course materials where
relevance is crucial.  Relevance in this case means helping the learner to 
see connections
between practice and theory and between their own implied theory and the 
explicit theory of
others (p.18).  While all three groups saw relevance as a dimension of 
quality, it was of
central importance to the low experience group in the way defined by Burge.

Another dimension of quality identified in the interviews, standards and 
evaluation, is a major



theme in the current literature.  Many articles about quality in higher 
education include a
discussion of performance indicators, moderation and review procedures (for 
example Probine
1992; Sensicle 1992).  These themes are also specifically being addressed 
in the distance
education literature (for example Nunan 1991; Nunan and Calvert 1991).

This pilot study has already shown the value of comparing the perceptions 
of different groups. 
Examining the construct of quality from different perspectives helps to 
understand, illuminate
and define it.  Although the staff and the two student groups identified 
the same dimensions
of quality, their perceptions of them and the meaning they attributed to 
them were sometimes
very different.  

It cannot be assumed that distance students are one large, albeit 
heterogenous group and
future research will test the findings of this pilot study.  The research 
will expand to include
the perceptions of the third group, top policy makers in the Business 
Studies Faculty and the
University so that triangulation can be achieved.
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APPENDIX A

FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEWS - QUALITY IN DISTANCE
EDUCATION

Introduction

Thank you for coming.

Icebreaker - quick introduction - can you tell us who you are and something
about yourself.

Experience as an extramural student/teacher - how many papers, what types 
etc. 
How long have you been with Massey?

Purpose

Part of much bigger research project focusing on the management of quality 
in
distance education.  Going to do a cross perceptual study looking at the
perceptions of staff, students and what quality means to the policy makers 
in
the university.

Will look at similarities and differences in their perceptions.

Where their perceptions coincide and where they might be different.

Need to design questionnaires to find out these perceptions.

This focus group will help us isolate important issues about which 
questions
to ask and how to design it.

Usually quality is assessed at the end of a course and tonight what we want 
to
do is find out from you as teachers/students what the input quality 
elements
are.

Clarification

Questions about the study?



Anything you would like to ask us?

Benefit

In the long run benefiting all students and staff... in the short term it 
may be
of interest to you in your courses.

Ground Rules

Conducted pretty much like a tutorial - want everyone to contribute - we're
interested in everybody's opinion... no right or wrong answers - elements 
of
brainstorming.

We want to keep the discussion going so we might at times move you on
rather than getting bogged down in specific issues.

Prefer if one person at a time spoke... please let people finish what 
they're
saying.

Jot down ideas you have so we can pick up on them later.  You may wish to
draw on experience from specific papers...  

Any questions?

Get underway, feel free to discuss things openly.

Q1Think about the extramural courses that you've taken/been involved with 
and
jot down what you believe constitutes quality in an extramural course.  If 
it
helps to concentrate on one course, do so - What are the attributes of 
quality? 
(Rank order them).

Prompts:

˘What does quality mean to you?

˘Look at what you've written down and, I want you to tell me what
constitutes QUALITY in an extramural course.

˘What about course materials?  How do they affect you in terms of quality?



˘What about on campus courses?  What do you think makes a high quality
study guide?

˘Communication.  How do these affect quality?

˘Assessment - does the type of assessment used on the course affect its
quality?

˘What about assignment feedback?

˘Any thoughts on how other support can affect your feelings about the
quality of a course?

˘Has student workload got anything to do with quality?

˘How important is face to face contact?

Group ranking of three(3) most important attributes of quality

Q2So, what makes one course better than another course?

Prompts:

˘It might help to think of a course which you don't perceive of as very
good... what detracts from its quality?  Jot down your thoughts about this.

˘What made you think it wasn't good?  

˘What are the features of a low quality course/Study Guide?

˘Students:  What turns you off a course?

Staff:  Q3-5.

Q3What threats to quality in extramural courses are there in Massey
environment?

˘What impedes your ability to present quality courses?

Q4What encouragement/help/support do you get to develop and present quality
extramural courses?

Q5What help/support do you think you should get?

Q6Has what you think about quality changed over time with your experience 
as
an extramural teacher/student?



Q7As teachers/students how do you think the University should assess the 
quality
of its university extramural courses?

˘How might they measure it?, eg, quite often course controllers send out an
evaluation form at the end of the year... is this useful?

Q8Standards are an aspect of quality.  Do you think standards should be set
against which courses are evaluated?

Q9Who do you think should set standards for extramural courses? (user 
groups
and staff?)

Q10Do you think Massey adequately assesses the quality of its extramural 
courses?

Prompts:

˘can you explain why you think this?

˘can you elaborate on what you mean?

Q11What do you think extramural students/teachers regard as quality in 
extramural
courses?

Q12Do you think the attributes of quality are different for internal and 
extramural
courses?

˘how exactly?

Closing

So what do we as a group agree makes for a quality extramural course?

Really helpful... anything else anyone would like to add?

Got any comments about the courses you're doing this year?

Another cup of coffee?

COLLECT THE EARLY JOTTINGS.


