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ABSTRACT

In recent years, distance learning has made considerable advances, with students working to-
wards varied professions using this pedagogical method. The aim of this study was to assess
the awareness and experiences of full-time and part-time pedagogical specialities students
from the University of Latvia about distance learning. An electronic survey of these students,
on their knowledge and opinions toward distance learning, was carried out. The results of the
research show that pedagogical specialities students are poorly informed about possibilities
of obtaining an education through distance learning. The majority of the surveyed students
(78% of full-time students and 69% of part-time students) had no distance learning experi-
ence, with more part-time students having previous contact with distance learning methods
than full-time students. Many surveyed students agree with the point of view that distance
learning could be successfully used in secondary school and higher education level, with the
majority of students believing that, in the future, distance learning will become a more domi-
nant form of education. The majority of participants studying part-time (68%) accept the use
of distance learning in teacher training, but the majority of surveyed full-time students (56%)
do not accept the use of distance learning in teacher training.

Keywords: distance learning, pedagogical specialities, full-time students, part-time students,
education levels, teacher training.

Introduction

In recent years, the use of information technologies, mobile devices, and
social media in education has grown rapidly, meeting the evolving needs of
students, professionals, and academics (Ordonez de Pablos, Tennyson, 2015).
By using distance learning it is possible to link traditional lessons with new
information and communication technologies in a flexible way.
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Distance learning is a form of education where students study and get
an education at a distance from study site, if a computer with an inter-
net connection is available. Distance learning is characterised by specially
structured study materials and individual learning rates. A specifically
organised assessment of educational achievements is used in it. Having a
full-time job, accessibility and flexibility, individual responsibility, effective
time management, physical distance, institutional prestige, and disability
are the common factors influencing a preference amongst undergraduate
and graduate learners for online learning (Hale, Yasemin, 2017). Distance
learning systems, in the form of internet-supported platforms, offer numer-
ous possibilities for creating different teaching and learning modes, based
on the important pre-conditions of communication, interaction, and col-
laboration (Barjaktarovié, Stankovié, 2014).

Students generally hold a positive perception and attitude towards open
and distance learning, compared to traditional forms of higher education
(Ojo, Olakulehin, 2006). For example, findings have demonstrated that the
reaction-based satisfaction level of Kuwait University students in online
education is significantly high. About 95% of the participants, asserted that
they are eager to take more training courses offered online (Safar, 2012).
Research at Florida public university, which offers various degrees at under-
graduate and graduate levels, suggests that those students who had never
dropped an online course were influenced by instructional strategies and
interaction and were satisfied with their online courses, thus remaining
enrolled and engaged (Wise, 2012). The satisfaction level of students in
Kocaeli University (Turkey) with regard to e-education courses is moderate;
when the sub-dimensions were examined, satisfaction was high in terms of
the instructor-student interaction and environment design sub-dimensions,
while it was moderate in terms of the course content and teaching process,
materials used, and communication tools. When interaction and communica-
tion tools, such as a virtual classroom, forum, chat, e-mail, web page, ani-
mation, video, graphics and images as content tools, and questionnaires as
assessment tools, were used, satisfaction was higher in these courses (Topal,
2016). Analyses carried out indicate that the level of intrinsic motivation
amongst open and distance education students is high in e-learning environ-
ments (Firat, Kilinc, 2018).

There are different advantages of distance learning in comparison with
traditional study methods. Among them are the opportunity to create
your own learning schedule, the ability to live and study away from an
educator, and to combine studies with full-time work and other obligations.
At the same time, the direct contact with educators is not so close, and it
could lead to difficulties obtain complex professions. It is recommended
that studies using distance learning involve additional learning time,
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instructional resources, and course elements that encourage interactions
among learners (Means, Toyama, 2013).

The main risks of distance education are concentrated in two dimensions.
The first is “basic or general” with high incidence of “fear of making
mistakes” and “ignorance of the course content”, while the second “own
and beyond students’ circumstances” where it is important to stand out the
risks not directly controlled by the students: “warning from the authorities
for not developing the program”, “isolation from teachers” and “delegation
of control” (Vazquez-Cano, Sevillano, 2015). The following elements are
crucial in order for the distance learning environment to be effective:
smooth communication between online students and the instructor, smooth
communication between the online students and classroom students, the
engagement of the online students and the redesign of certain instructional
activities, balanced attention from the instructor to the students, and a
high quality of audio (Wang, Huang, 2018).

In recent years, distance learning has advanced considerably. The
expansion of distance learning and an understanding of its benefits has
led to the growth of methodologies, pedagogies, and models aimed at
diversifying and maximising the student experience and increasing student
numbers (Gauld, Whatley, 2017).

The fields of distance and online education are experiencing continuing
growth. Starting from simple forms of correspondence courses, this field
has passed through various generations, employing various forms of simple
and complex technology, like radios, televisions, computers, satellites, the
internet, Wikis, and Web 2.0 applications (Demiray, Sever, 2009).

Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) are an innovative form of free
distance learning which is represented by full-fledged interactive training
courses, openly accessible on the internet for the simultaneous participa-
tion of a large number of people (Avshenyuk, 2016). MOOCs are serving
non-consumers. Although they are limited in the services they provide
compared with traditional colleges, they offer free and accessible educa-
tion to a broader audience who cannot afford the traditional provision.
However, this is a characteristic of online distance learning in its broad-
est sense. For MOOCs to be disruptive, they have to open up markets by
competing with existing firms, using low-cost business models, improve-
ments beyond the level of the original competitors, taking price differences
into account, and replacing the established firms (Langen, van den Bosch,
2013). In 2012, DOCCs (Distributed Open Collaborative Courses) were de-
veloped, which allow the theme and course organisation to change based
on the students’ intervention. Similarly, SPOCs (Self-Paced Online Courses),
enhance student flexibility in terms of the learning start and the rhythmic-
ity of the study (Nuta, Pusca, 2017). There are different innovations in
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distance education, such as software applications, open source courseware,
online learning platforms, and web 2.0 technologies. Coupled with this,
there is increasing interest and debate around the possibilities that novel
innovations can have on changing education practices and providing more
effective learning solutions (Carrier, 2017).

Teacher education and open and distance learning are complex and
critically important fields of endeavour. Used together, they have the po-
tential to enhance the effective, efficient, and equitable provision of ed-
ucation, and to maximise access to such provision to various categories
of disadvantaged learners (Umar, Danaher, 2010). Teacher training is in-
creasingly emphasising social competencies and intercultural awareness.
Online pedagogies based on sociocultural methods can support productive
learning communities that span diverse cultural backgrounds. The cultural
dimensions of learning frameworks could provide a useful stimulus to pro-
mote discussion amongst learners and teachers that could raise awareness
of the cultural basis of a diversity of approaches to learning (Hunt, Tickner,
2015). With the rise of distance education, progressive research on the best
methods, tools, and technologies in the field is necessary to continue to
take advantage of the pedagogical opportunities and improvements offered
through remote learning platforms (Yuzer, Gulsun, 2014).

Throughout the world, open and distance learning has been used for in-
service teacher education over many years, in different education systems
and in diverse social and cultural contexts (Harreveld, 2010). However,
teacher training always sits within national and international policy
frameworks and is subject to the vagaries often associated with the policy
(Simpson, Kehrwald, 2010). Networked computing and communications
technologies open up new delivery possibilities for both the distance and
face-to-face delivery of teacher education. Blended (or hybrid) learning
which combines not only modes of delivery but also approaches to teaching
and learning has emerged as a powerful option for teacher education
providers wishing to tailor their programmes to suit increasingly diverse
and dispersed cohorts of learners (Simpson, Kehrwald, 2010).

The aim of this study was to assess the awareness and experiences of
full-time and part-time pedagogical specialities students from the University
of Latvia in distance learning and gauge their opinion about the use of
distance learning in different levels of education.

Methods and Materials

An electronic survey of pedagogical specialities students from the
University of Latvia was carried out, regarding their knowledge and
opinions towards distance learning. The questionnaire consisted of eight
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questions. Four of these were connected with students’ awareness and
experiences in distance learning, one question was about students’ opinions
of the use of distance learning in different educational levels, two questions
were connected with students’ opinions of the necessity for more detailed
information about distance learning for students and perspectives of distance
learning in future, and one question dealt with students’ opinions regarding
the use of distance learning in teacher training. The answers of full-time
students and part-time students were compared. The questionnaire gave an
understanding of the awareness and experiences of students with regard to
distance learning, their point of view about the use of distance learning in
different levels of education and the use of distance learning in future, and
students’ opinions about the use of distance learning in teacher training. The
link to the questionnaire was sent to different full-time and part-time student
groups. 46 full-time students and 62 part-time students from the University
of Latvia were surveyed. SPSS statistical data processing software was used
for statistical analysis, with the Mann-Whitney U test used for data analysis.

Results and Discussions

The results of the research show that the majority of full-time
pedagogical specialities students are informed (46%) or partly informed
(31%) about the possibilities of obtaining an education by using distance
learning, with the majority of part-time students being partly informed
(67%) about possibilities to get an education by using distance learning
(see Figure 1). Only 23% of full-time students and 11% of part-time
students answered that they were not informed regarding the possibilities
of obtaining an education by using distance learning.
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Figure 1. The opinions of students regarding their awareness about
possibilities to obtain an education by using distance learning
(in % of respondents in groups) (*p < 0.05)
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The majority of students have no experience in the using of distance

learning (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Students’ experience of the use of distance learning
(in % of respondents in groups) (*p < 0.05)

69% of full-time students and 78% of part-time students admit that
they have not had such experience. Only 23% of full-time students have
experience in distance learning. 22% of part-time students and 8% of full-
time students have a little experience in distance learning.

The majority of surveyed students had not used distance learning at
school (see Figure 3). 78% of full-time students and 61% of part-time
students had not used distance learning at school, with 31% of surveyed
part-time students and 22% of full-time students having had partly
experiences with distance learning at school. Only 8% of part-time students
had used distance learning at school.
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Figure 3. Students’ views on their using of distance learning at school
(in % of respondents in groups)
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The majority of surveyed students had not used distance learning at
the university either (see Figure 4). 78% of full-time students and 46%
of part-time students had not used distance learning at university. At the
same time, 46% of part-time students had partly used, and 8% of part-
time students had used, distance learning at university. Therefore, part-
time students have more experience of distance learning at university in
comparison with full-time students.
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Figure 4. Students’ views on their using of distance learning at university
(in % of respondents in groups) (*p < 0.05)

The majority of students agree with the opinion that distance learning
could be used in higher education levels (see Table 1). 78% of surveyed
full-time students do not support distance learning at the primary school
level, and 67% of them do not support distance learning at the basic school
level. Part-time students are less categorical, but the majority do not accept
distance learning in primary (62%) and basic school level (46%) either. At
the same time, 44% of full-time students accept, and 56% of them accept
in some cases, distance learning at the secondary school level, with 78%
of full-time students accepting, and 22% of them accepting in some cases,
distance learning in higher education level. 53% of part-time students
accept distance learning at the secondary school level and 77% of part-time
students accept distance learning at the level of higher education.

The majority of part-time students (54%) agree with the opinion that
it is necessary to give students more detailed information about distance
learning and its advantages (see Figure 5). It appears that full-time students
are less interested in distance learning. 45% of full-time students do not
agree with the statement that it is necessary to give students more detailed
information about distance learning and its advantages but 33% of them
rather agree to this statement. There are no students who strongly disagree
with this statement.
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Table 1. The opinion of students regarding the use of distance learning
at different education levels (in % of respondents in groups)

Levels of The opinion of students
education Full-time students Part-time students
Accept | Accept | Do not | I have | Accept | Accept | Do not | I have
in some | accept no in some | accept no
cases opinion cases opinion
Primary
school level 11 11 78 0 15 23 62 0
Basic school
level 11 22 67 0 23 31 46 0
Secondary
school level 44 56 0 0 53 47 0 0
Higher edu- | =g 22 0 0 77 23 0 0
cation level
60% 54%
50% 46%  45%
40% 33%

30%  22%
20%
10% 0% 0%0% 0%0%

0%
Yes *  Rather yes Rather no No The other
answer

m Full-time students Part-time students

Figure 5. Students’ opinions about whether it is necessary to give students
more detailed information about distance learning and its
advantages (in % of respondents in groups) (*p < 0.05)

The majority of full-time (84%), as well as part-time students 67%),
partly agree to the statement that distance learning will become the
dominant form of education in the future (see Figure 6). More part-time
students (22%) in comparison with full-time students (8%) strongly agree
with this statement.



J. Porozovs, A. Valdemiers. Assessing the Opinions of Pedagogical Specialities Students.. 63

100% 84%
80% 67%
60%
40% 22%
0,
20% 8% 8% 1% o 0%
n, W [ | —
Yes * Partly No The other
answer
m Full-time students Part-time students

Figure 6. Students’ opinions regarding distance learning becoming
the dominant form of education in the future
(in % of respondents in groups) (*p < 0.05)

Students have different opinions about the use of distance learning in
teacher training (see Figure 7). 33% of surveyed full-time students accept,
and 11% of them rather accept, the use of distance learning in the teacher
training. 33% of full-time students rather not accept the use of distance
learning in teacher training, with 23% not accepting it. 22% of part-
time students accept, and 46% of them rather accept, the use of distance
learning in teacher training. However, 23% of part-time students rather not
accept, and 8% of them do not accept, such use. The majority of surveyed
pedagogical specialities students see the advantages of distance learning,
but they suggest that it is necessary to have close contact with lecturers
and teachers to take their experience and become a good teacher.
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Figure 7. Students’ opinions about the use of distance learning in teacher
training (in % of respondents in groups) (*p < 0.05)
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Conclusions

1.

Pedagogical specialities students from the University of Latvia are
rather poorly informed about possibilities of obtaining an education
using distance learning. The majority of surveyed students (78% of part-
time students and 69% of full-time students) have no distance learning
experience. Only 23% of full-time students have experience in distance
learning.

. More part-time students previously had contact with distance learning

methods, when compared with full-time students in school and
university. 31% of surveyed part-time students and 22% of full-time
students having had partly experience with distance learning at school
but 46% part-time students and 22% of full-time students having had
partly experiences with distance learning at university.

. The majority of pedagogical specialities students from the University of

Latvia do not agree with the use of distance learning in primary school
and basic school but agree or partly agree with the use of distance
learning at the level of secondary school education or higher education.
In comparison with full-time students, more part-time students admitted
to the use of distance learning at the primary or basic school level.
23% of part-time students accept using of distance learning at the basic
school level but only 11% of full-time students accept using of distance
learning at this level.

. All the surveyed pedagogical specialities part-time students, and 55%

of the surveyed full-time students, consider that it is necessary to give
students more detailed information about distance learning and its
advantages. Part-time students are more interested in the distribution
of information about distance learning in comparison with full-time
students.

. The majority of surveyed pedagogical specialities students (92% of full-

time students and 89% of part-time students) consider that distance
learning will become, or partly become, the dominant form of education
in future.

Students have different opinions about the use of distance learning in
teacher training. The majority of surveyed part-time students (68%)
accept or rather accept the use of distance learning in teacher training.
However, the majority of surveyed full-time students (56%) do not
accept, or rather do not accept, the use of distance learning in the
teacher training. Only 22% of full-time students fully accept distance
learning in the teacher training. At the same time 33% of part-time
students fully accept distance learning in the teacher training.
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