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 This paper investigates the issues and challenges encountered by students obtaining 
distance education in Pakistan. We conducted interviews with students obtaining distance 

education and they were enrolled in different study programs. Qualitative interviews were conducted to 
understand the perception of the study participants regarding the issues and challenges faced by them in 

learning. Students from five distance learning programs were selected 
and five participants from each study program were interviewed in this 
study. The findings reveal that distance learning students encounter 
impediment in their learning due to their personal circumstances, 
teachers’ related issues, and due to assessment and evaluation issues. 
These factors negatively affect distance learners learning experiences. 
Based on the study findings, we provide recommendations to 
universities for enhancing distance learners experience. 

 

 

Introduction  

Open and distance learning (ODL) has the potential to contribute both social and economic 
development of society. It is an important and indispensable part of general education around the 
globe (UNESCO, 2000). The mandate of ODL is to meet the educational needs of those who missed 
the chance of regular education opportunities for any reason or those who are unable to continue 
their education through a traditional system of education (UNESCO, 2005). ODL gained acceptance 
in communities on the basis of its reach, productivity, and acceptance. People adopt it in different 
continents as it is instrumental in addressing their learning needs (Mitchell, 2009); as a productivity, 
research and development in ODL also contributed positively in research and development of 
general education (Specter, 2009) and; it is generally accepted as an alternative to the conventional 
education system (Rao, 2006). Distance education provides different benefits to education e.g., 
students have greater access to education; it also alleviates different constraints of capacity; 
capitalization of market opportunities and; it also serves as a catalyst in institutionalizing 
transformation (Volery &Lord, 2000). The current study was conducted to explore the issues and 
challenges faced by the learners enrolled in a university located in the province of Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa, Pakistan. Few academic and professional programs were selected to understand this 
mode of distance learning. The main focus of the research was to investigate the issues and 
problems of distance learners in their own perspectives through qualitative interviews (Creswell, 
2006).  
 
Review of the Previous Literature  

Definitions of Distance Learning  

The modern-day literature forwards many definitions of distance learning. 
Distance education is a type of adult education with wide access having an instructional design 

including teaching methods both interactive and self-help materials (Holmberg, 1989). 
It is an organized activity where teaching mostly occurs at distance between learners and 

instructors. Distance education mode happens with the teachers and students separated in terms of 
space and time (Perraton, 1991).
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Distance education can be seen as ‘planned teaching/learning experiences’ for the sake of certification 
programs through the use of a wide variety of technologies in order to access the learners, teachers, and content 
(Greenberg, 1998). 

Similarly, the United States Distance Learning Association (1998) has defined in terms of acquiring knowledge 
and skills via instruction by the use of various forms supplemented by different technologies. People across the 
globe who did not have an opportunity are now able to access the education of their choice with respect to their 
own time and resources (Rumble, 1997).  
 
Role of Distance Learning 

The distance learning enables students to continue their education despite the constraints; time, money, effort, 
location, prior academic qualifications, etc., (Paul, 1999). It is an approach that encompasses learning needs and 
educational success of the students, by eliminating the barriers (South African Institute for Distance Education, 
2001). Learning-focused, life-long learning, flexibility, easy access, recognition, support, and cost-effectiveness are 
important principles of distance learning. The learner can save monetary resources that increase the chances of 
success. Distance learning provides an opportunity for all such people. One can take admission in a program based 
on own experiences, skills, and competencies. In other words, ‘self-paced learning process’ is a concept applied in 
a distance learning system that allows all genres of students to learn. Today, we are living in a world which requires 
us to learn continuously. In this regard, distance learning is an option for such people where they can easily 
overcome barriers like access, finances and other requirements (Ledege, 2000). Numbers of research studies were 
included (890) which comprised of ten years (1990-1999) based on Sherry’s (1996) categorization method of ten 
parameters; “key participants’ role, technology selection and adoption, design issues, strategies to increase 
interactivity and active learning, learner characteristics, learner support, operational issues, policy and management 
issues, equity and accessibility, and cost/benefit trade-offs”. The results obtained from this extensive literature 
review showed the high frequency of ideas like issues related to the design of distance learning, qualities of learners 
in the mode, and application of student-centered strategies. 
 
Global Perspective of Distance Learning 

Both progressed and progressing nations of the world tend to use distance education mode as a means of mass 
education, educating people at large with easy accessibility. According to Howell et al. (2003), the governments at 
the global level shift from the higher education model; campus-based to ODL model. Zimbabwe spreads education 
to all citizens. Under distance college program, Zimbabwe Open University (ZOU) initiated open learning programs. 
It became a full-fledged university in 2000 through parliament. Some stand-alone universities;’ University of South 
Africa (UNISA), Zimbabwe Open University (ZOU), the Open University of Tanzania (OUT) and the National Open 
University of Nigeria (NOUN)’, work in the field of open distance learning. Saint (1999) mentioned high flexibility 
in ODL mode of education that takes care of students’ individual needs. Flexibility, affordability, and accessibility 
have also been reported as Pityana (2004) said it increases the enrollment in higher education as compared to 
traditional universities. 
 
Challenges in Distance Learning 

UNESCO (2004), declared distance learning as a global strategy to provide universal access to education. Despite 
the fact, distance education has its issues. Drop-out in large amounts and late completion of the programs are the 
major problems (Kamau, 2007). Open and Distance Learning (ODL) students are facing these challenges. 
Sometimes situational, attitudinal, psychological and pedagogical challenges were being confronted in distance 
education (Berge et al., 2002; Kruger and Casey, 2000). On the other hand, socio-cultural, institutional relevant 
challenges and instructional challenges are also being faced by the distance learners Zirnkle (2001). Cosmas and 
Mbwette, (2009); Mbukusa, (2009) and Mushi, (2001) pointed out various challenges faced by the students of 
distance learning. Situational, institutional and dispositional as three major, challenges have been categorized. 
Similarly, Garland (2007) recognized a poor learning environment and time deficiency as two major situational 
challenges. Coursework could not be very well managed by the students (Daniel, 2005; Zirnkle, 2001). Lack of 
time management skills on the part of the learner also lead to problems like balancing demands of home, work, 
social commitments and study (Kember, 1989). Other challenges like getting the study materials on time, 
engagements at social/economic levels and weak learning support have also been reported (Ukpo, 2005; Mossberger 
et al., 2003).   

To conclude this section, distance learning is an important tool to facilitate access to education (UNESCO, 
2004). Distance learning mode could certainly enhance access to education in various developing countries (i.e. 
Pakistan), where people encounter difficulties in accessing education owing to various reasons. It is vital to deliver 
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good educational services to students, which can set the basis for a sustainable distance learning environment 
(Warschauner, 2003). However, to the best of our knowledge difficulties faced by the learners in distance learning 
environment remains an under-addressed research topic. Therefore, the current study explores the challenges 
encountered by the students in a digital learning environment in Pakistan. 

 
Methodology 

Qualitative interview technique was used to gather the data. This method allowed us to explore the issues and 
challenges of distance learners at a university in the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province, Pakistan. Students from five 
distance learning programs were approached and requested to participate in the research study. Thirty participants 
were interviewed in distance learning education in the province of Khyber Pakhtoon Khawa. The participants were 
selected based on a purposeful sampling technique, which is a widely used sampling method in qualitative research. 
We recruited five students from each of the academic as well as professional programs in this study. The 
professional programs included learners of Associate Degree in Education (ADE), Master of Education (M.Ed), 
Junior Diploma in Physical Education (JDPE), similarly few academic programs Bachelor of Business Administration 
(BBA), Master of Business Administration (MBA) and Bachelor of Electronics (BE) were also included.  

All the informants participated voluntarily in this research. Information sheets explaining the study objectives 
were distributed among the study participants and all the participants signed a consents form before the beginning 
of interviews. All the interviews were carried out by the first author, who ensured that all the necessary information 
about the study topic is obtained from the research participants. Interview guidelines were prepared, which included 
the questions related to the participants family and work commitment, time constraints, difficulties in concentration, 
lack of physical and human resources, teacher-student contact, availability of guidance at the study center, provision 
of course outlines and reading material, completion of assignments, and University Management. 

Thematic analysis technique was performed to analyze the data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis 
in this research helped to enhance credibility and correctness of data analysis. Various themes were identified in 
order to understand the situation prevailing at distance education center at Comwave, Haripur. The accuracy of the 
data was re-checked during the process of analysis. Data was not complex so the principle of the majority was 
authority applied. It means, what most of the learners told was reported or highlighted (as a theme) against each 
question of the interview. 

 
Findings 

This study examined issues and challenges impeding students distance learning endeavors. We find various factors 
that impede students distance learning endeavors. The data analysis resulted in three themes which are labeled as 
(a) Personal circumstances (b) Teachers related issues (c) Assessment and evaluation issues. The themes are being 
elucidated in the section below:  
 
Personal Circumstances 

Our participants’ accounts indicate that their personal circumstances impede their distance learning endeavors. 
Family and work commitments, time constrain and difficulties in concentration impede their distance learning which 
is linked to the personal circumstances of the participants. The participants’ family and work responsibilities were 
among the major impediments which prevented study participants to effectively learn through the distance learning 
system. One of the participant's stories indicates how family and work responsibilities impede students distance 
learning endeavors. 

“I took admission in [university] just because of my part-time engagements with family matters. I cannot take 
admission in any other university because I cannot manage to attend classes on a regular basis. Usually, departments 
do not allow their employees to leave office before time” 

Distance learners in both professional and academic programs of university encountered difficulties to spare 
time for study owing to their family and work engagements, responsibilities, and commitments. Their family 
circumstances and work-related responsibilities bring a great challenge for them to meet the demands of challenging 
distance learning degree programs in a befitting manner. 

Most of the distance learning studies were unable to manage their time properly. They were not able to attend 
classes on a regular basis at the study centers. The participants’ inability to manage their time effectively was due 
to their work and family-related issues. However, those participants who were not doing any job argued that at the 
center there was no proper system of mentoring and guidance for learners. One of our study participants explains 
his views regarding time management in the following manner: 
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“Time management is a big issue even for those who are not doing jobs. Suppose I am not doing any job, 
whenever I visited the center, I did not find any instructor there just because they know that no one is there to 
inquire” 

 
Teachers Related Issues 

The study participants faced problems from the teacher of distance learning centers. The teachers were unable to 
serve their distance learning students owing to either their personal incompetence of intentional ignorance and 
work avoidance. Teacher related issues were linked to unavailability of advice of study technique to students, lack 
of student-teacher contact and unavailability of course outlines and reading material for students. These factors 
impeded our study participants learning endeavors.  

The study participants were eager to receive guidance from their teachers regarding the adoption of appropriate 
study techniques for enhancing their learning outcomes from their respective degree programs. However, 
participants’ stories reveal that they were unable to receive any guidance from their teachers. Likewise, participants’ 
stories reveal that availability of a guidance for the preparation of examination or preparation of assignments was 
also completely missing at the distance center. The following interview excerpts explain how lack of guidance to 
distance learning students impedes their learning. 

“In this semester, I visited the center twice. No instructor was found in the center to seek guidance about how 
to develop good study skills”? 

“Due to the absence of instructors, there is no system of guidance regarding preparation for examination or 
preparation of assignments in the center” 

Another issue impeding students distance learning endeavors were a lack of teacher-student contact, which 
negatively influenced our study participants learning experiences. Some learners were not coming to the center due 
to which management of the center did not arrange regular classes for those who wished to attend classes on a 
regular basis. A student explained his concerns in the following manner: 

“I want to attend classes on a regular basis. In most of the cases, I could not meet with my teachers/instructors 
in the center. Therefore many other students who can manage to come in the center do not just because of the 
mismanagement of study centers”.  
The participants who were enrolled in distance learning programs of the university could not get proper course 
outlines of their respective courses. They also expressed that reading materials are usually not provided to them. 
Most of the learners said course outlines were not provided and due to which they were unable to study. Provision 
of course outlines was provided very late in each semester almost at the start of the examination. A female student 
explains her views in the following manner: 

“[University] has only scheme of studies to give to the students of each program. Students generally get 
information about a subject they have to enroll themselves only. I requested again and again for course outlines 
and reading materials for self-study but the management did not give these to me. Almost in near the examination, 
we could have a course outline for preparation”.  

  
Assessment and Evaluation Issues  

The participants encountered assessment and evaluation related problems which served as impediments in their 
distance learning endeavors. The assessment and evaluation issues were linked to course assignment and projects 
and also to the conduct of the examination. 

The participants explained that assignments are not provided, in case those are given by teachers those are 
not evaluated at all or properly and when assignments are checked the teachers usually don’t keep a proper record 
of the marks obtained by various students. These factors negatively influence distance learning students learning 
experiences and impedes their learning in different ways. The participants perceive that there is no proper system 
of preparing course assignments and similarly, evaluation of assignments was also bogus. The participants perceive 
that management of the center is only interested in enrolling more and more students in their respective programs. 
They don’t provide any support to the learners and violate the basic principles of distance education. An adult 
learner explained it as follows: 

 “In the absence of any course outlines and reading material, preparation of assignments is very difficult. 
Generally few students prepare assignments and the rest of the class gets its copies. Similarly, there is no transparent 
system of assessment. No proper record is maintained. Some time students failed who fulfilled all the requirements 
and sometimes students passed who think they performed poorly” 

The participants also expressed that the examination system of their study center is very poor; cheating in the 
examination is a very common issue. The problems in the examination process of distance learning students were 
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linked to both the exam invigilators and the management of distance learning center. A participant highlights the 
issue below in the following words: 

“Everyone cheats in the examination. In most of the cases, superintendents came who are corrupt and seek 
financial support [bribery] from students and they allow them to copy material from books, etc. in final papers. The 
management never ever bothers to look into the matter of cheating in examination. It seems that the management 
of the study center also favors cheating practices during the examination”. 

To conclude the findings section, student personal circumstances, teachers related issues and assessment and 
evaluation issues impede the learning endeavors of students.  
 
Conclusions 

Distance learning is considered as a substitute for the conventional education system (Rao, 2006). Distance learning 
is an important way of providing access to education (UNESCO, 2004) to those who find it difficult to access higher 
education in a suitable manner. Distance education can definitely improve access to education in different 
developing countries (i.e. Pakistan), where individuals face problems in accessing education due to different reasons. 
This study investigated the impediments faced by students in learning from distance education in the Pakistani 
context. The results of the study suggest that distance learning students encounter impediment in their learning 
endeavors due to their personal circumstances, teachers’ related issues and due to assessment and evaluation issues. 
Firstly, students’ personal circumstances impede their distance learning, which includes their family and work 
commitments, time constraints and difficulties in concentrating on education. Second, teacher-related issues were 
linked to unavailability of advice of study technique to students, lack of student-teacher contact and unavailability 
of course outlines and reading material for students. Lastly, students encounter assessment and evaluation related 
problems which served as impediments in their distance learning endeavors. The assessment and evaluation issues 
were linked to course assignment and projects and also to the conduct of the examination. These factors impede 
learning endeavors of those students who are enrolled in a distance learning degree program. The universities 
involved in distance learning education must facilitate their students in their learning environment.  

The data for this study were collected from single university students who were receiving distance education, 
but it is expected that students who are obtaining distance education in other universities of Pakistan could 
encounter similar kind of issues and challenges. The university providing distance learning may develop a flexible 
mechanism for students’ support services so that the learners who find difficult to spare time from their work and 
home responsibilities have an alternative way of getting support from their tutors e.g. use of social media. Second, 
the university may develop the capacity of their tutors to guide students about time management skills. Third, the 
university may facilitate tutors and distance learners in concentrating on their studies through the placement of a 
proper monitoring system of executing distance education programs in true spirit and philosophy. Lastly, the 
university may make it possible for their study centers to conduct the examination in true spirit by minimizing the 
cheating practices at the centers. Some remedial measure may need to be taken to ensure smooth functioning of 
the center. 
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