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Access to higher education has been relatively addressed well globally, while
student success rate remains a serious concern, given several issues around quality.
This study therefore aims to explore the role of epistemic access for effective
teaching and learning in higher education and it is keen to account student’s
experiences and views on regular and distance programmes. A questionnaire using
google form was instrumented to gather both quantitative and qualitative data
among students and graduates in the state of Tamil Nadu in India. Statistical
analysis was used for quantitative data, while thematic analysis was used for
qualitative data. The results confirm the theoretical claim that the pursuit of
authentic knowledge is adequate when epistemic access is ensured. The study
recommends that higher educational institutions offering both modes must fulfil
their epistemic duties by ensuring epistemic access to students. In general, the
participants in the study agreed that the regular university programmes are more
conducive for epistemic access, while distance education has other advantages
such as flexibility and affordability. The study contents that both modes have
merits and demerits. It is, therefore, necessary that both are available at good
qualities for students to benefit from them.

Keywords: epistemic access, teaching, learning, higher education, students’ experiences,
views

INTRODUCTION

Most countries including India in recent years have relatively expanded higher
education due to the emerging economic transformation that requires a highly skilled
labour force. Across the world, access to education and higher education have been well
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addressed, while access to knowledge and accessing authentic knowledge remains
unclear. Access to authentic knowledge is otherwise known as epistemic access. Higher
educational institutions across the world have relatively created educational
opportunities to young people to access the campus and programme, while the emphasis
on effective teaching and learning, student success and employability are to be
addressed. Access to higher education in India has been strongly addressed through both
regular and distance programmes. There have been concerns on quality learning in both
modes, however distance education has been widely considered inferior to regular mode
by different stakeholders (Lezburg, 2009). This study aims to account university
students’ experience on epistemic access to higher education in India, particularly
exploring the trends among regular and distance programmes. The main research
question of the study is what students’ views on regular and distance modes are
supporting epistemic access to higher education in India. The study uses a systematic
literature review to conceptualise and theorise epistemic access and account the trends
on access to regular and distance education in India. The research used google forms to
gather empirical data using both quantitative and qualitative questions among university
students in the state of Tamil Nadu of India. Statistical analysis was used to analyse the
quantitative data, while thematic analysis was used to analyse the qualitative data. The
findings, in general, indicate that epistemic access is seemingly higher in regular mode
than in distance mode programmes, although distance mode has some other advantages
such as flexibility, affordability. The respondents indicated that both modes have merits
and demerits. It is, therefore, important to make quality higher education available in
both modes for students to benefit from them. The study attempts to make relevant
contributions to the field ‘teaching and learning in higher education’ particularly in
India. Since the higher education sector in India continues to evolve with emphasis on
quality and innovative approaches, the current study contributes to the ongoing
conversation on improving teaching and learning in higher education in India. The
recommendations made in the study might be relevant for policy makers, curriculum
designers, academic, researchers and administrators in higher education, particularly to
improve teaching learning practices and student services in higher education in India.

Literature Review

Higher Education is not a luxury, it has become essential as the modern economy and
industry expect higher levels of knowledge and skills development. Ross (2003)
describes the three drivers for expansion in higher education access in the United
Kingdom; the first was purely demographic, the second pressure was economic growth
and third was due to the desire for social justice. Access to higher education has been
steadily progressing in many countries ever since the massification of higher education
(David, 2016). However, the complexities of the debate about access does not stop with
access to campus but moves beyond to epistemic access and throughput (David, 2017a).
Some of the important questions in relation to epistemic access is, who gets access to
higher education, who gets access to powerful and useful knowledge? Which mode
offers such knowledge? And how this knowledge helps them to further their life and
profession? It is necessary to conceptualise and theorise epistemic access to higher
education as it is the central focus of the study. William (2000) interprets accessibility to
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information, guidance, funding and financial support, admission procedures, credit for
existing skills and knowledge, relevant knowledge and curricula, building (facilities), a
variety of courses and modes of study, differing learning processes, a supportive
environment, a variety of certification and accreditation mechanisms, a range of
vocational and occupational outcomes. Morrow (2007) proposes a systematic leaning as
a way forward to ensure epistemic access. He outlines the following solutions to enable
epistemic access: remove the constraint of poor disciplinary knowledge and lack of
structure and differentiation in the curriculum, remove the constraint of inappropriate
level and scope of teaching and inadequate feedback and reflection, remove the
constraints of empiricist views of knowledge, and the lack of materials. Biesta (2006)
states that this approach, enabling epistemological access through effective teaching
practice represents a modern understanding of education. Epistemological access against
formal access depends not only on teaching but also on the efforts of the learners.
Students who get access to campus / courses are entitled to have access to right
knowledge but not guaranteed of gaining the knowledge. Epistemic access is grounded
in epistemic values that shape and guide inquiry to discover the truth. It is also argued
that epistemic access is not a product that could be sold or bought, not transmitted
automatically just because a student has paid the fees, but it must be achieved through
rigorous academic activities (Morrow, 2009). The following figure illustrates the
epistemic access pathways.

access to campus

access to opportunity access to resources

access to knowledge

access to tested knowledge opportunity to test new knowledge

universal pursuit of true knowledge

pursuit of adequate knowlegge pursuit of authentic knowledge

Figure 1
Epistemic access pathways

The first step in the pathways of epistemic access is access to physical campus or virtual
learning platforms, which other ways is the access to educational opportunities and
learning resources. Opportunity to study, particularly at tertiary level is privilege only
some achieve through academic merit / zeal, and through socio-economic dynamics.
The access to sufficient and quality learning resources is not the same for all those who
have access to education (David, 2017b). The second step in the pathways of epistemic
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access is access to knowledge. It is argued that not everyone who gets access to
educational campuses and learning platforms gain required knowledge (David & Hill,
2021). They must strive to access the tested knowledge with necessary facilitation and
must be able to test their gained and new knowledge. The third step in the pathways of
epistemic access is the university pursuit of true knowledge. The universal pursuit of
true knowledge is achieved by pursuing adequate and authentic knowledge. This
illustration is drawn in the argument of Edmund Gettier, for whom knowledge is
justified true belief (Lehrer, 1979).

The theoretical underpinning of the study is driven from relevant notions, such as
Muller’s epistemic access, Feldman’s epistemic obligation, Audi’s epistemic duty,
Brewer’s epistemic openness, Sturgeon’s epistemic attitude, Fricker’s epistemic justice
and Goodin & Spiekermann’s epistemic solidarity. Muller (2007) insists that epistemic
access is grounded in epistemic values that shape and guide inquiry to discover the truth.
Feldman (1988) argues that gaining authentic, adequate, tested, and justified knowledge
is important to hold epistemic obligation. Audi insists that our epistemic duty is knowing
what is right and avoiding what is not right (Zagzebski, 1997). Brewer recommends
remaining in epistemic openness that cognitive science and reality are complex and
therefore it is important to remain with epistemic openness beyond perception, reason,
and empirical evidence (Martin, 2001). Sturgeon (2008) demands the right epistemic
attitude from learners and teachers which is ensured by intellectual humility and
cooperative intellectual behaviour. Fricker (2013) suggests establishing epistemic justice
by intellectual actualization for the betterment of the society and the world. Goodin &
Spiekermann (2005). propose epistemic solidarity by providing intellectual support to
peers, doing intellectual teamwork, in which groups can support the alternatives truly in
their interest.

Range of views on epistemic access to higher education in the scholarly world are to be
explored to reach a stable theoretical standpoint on it. It is important to understand the
higher education system as we explore epistemic access in higher education. For
Britanica (2020) higher education is education given in post-secondary institutions.
Wheelahan (2014) suggests understanding higher education beyond the university
system. Barnett (1997) recommends having an integrated view on higher education.
Walker (2006) contextualises higher education in post-schooling preparation of students
for their professional journey both inland and abroad (Rensburg, Motala & David,
2015). Khalil & Elkhider (2016) argue that applying learning theories (behaviourism,
cognitivism, constructivism and connectivism) and instructional design models support
effective learning.

Higher educational institutions are considered as formal organisations which operate in
a defined manner. Ramirez (2013) indicates that established standards of organisational
practices of universities makes them formal organisations. He adds that the nature of
universities may also differ from countries based on social and political values (David,
2014). For some universities are often considered as ivory towers that generate and
disseminate new knowledge, predominantly share formal theoretical knowledge.
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Scholars such as Wheelahan (2014) insist that universities must offer abstract theoretical
knowledge, which offers foundation to basic sciences.

Establishing a strong curriculum is essential for ensuring epistemic access, as authentic
learning requires adequate and authentic learning resources (David & Hill, 2020).
Luckett and Hunma (2014) suggest making the curriculum, pedagogic process, and
assessment explicit to facilitate the epistemic access to students. However, one must
understand the difference between established vs rigid curriculum. A rigid curriculum
often is not upgraded and improved, while an established curriculum is not. Morrow
(2009, p.28) refers to an analogy ‘trying to change a curriculum is like trying to move a
cemetery’. Cemeteries are repositories of tradition, memory, history and have a lot more
significance. It is therefore difficult to get rid of them, so is the curriculum for many.
Meaningful pedagogic process is rather important to ensure epistemic access. Koole
(2010) considers that meaningful classroom interaction and encounters are essential to
gain epistemic access in students. Self-regulated learning and personal commitment to
learning also supports epistemic access. Gertler (2003) suggests that self-intimacy
(conscious state) with knowledge is epistemic privilege. Cross & Atinde (2015) indicate,
how disadvantaged students negotiate and ascertain their epistemic access by productive
use of their opportunities resulting in the completion of their academic goals. Epistemic
access means also completing the learning process meaningfully achieving the learning
objectives. Reisberg (2010) refers to Bowen (2009) who points out that there is too
much emphasis on access and not enough on finishing. Abello, Alonso-Tapia &
Panadero (2020) indicate that the classroom motivational climate has significant impacts
on epistemic access. We should acknowledge that different types of learning lead to
acquiring of different types of knowledge. Koole (2010) informs that some learning
activities lead to access to knowledge, while some leads to competence and other skills.
Scholars such as Mahlangu (2019) indicate that students and staff come from different
backgrounds to universities and therefore the same approach to access to university is
not appropriate. Therefore, universities must have multiple pedagogical approaches to
support epistemic access (Zepke & Leach, 2010). Some of the external factors pose
demands for higher educational institutions to enhance epistemic access to compete and
survive in the emerging educational market. The local and global economic trend has an
impact on what is taught and researched in universities (David, 2016). Universities have
embraced the ranking trend (David & Motala, 2017) and research collaboration
(Rensburg, Motala & David, 2015) to facilitate their process, which may have positive
and adverse implications for epistemic access to higher education.

As central to this study, regular and distance mode programmes and institutions have
both opportunities and challenges in ensuring epistemic access. Distance education has
been growing across the world in recent times. Wang & Liu (2003) point out that the
advent of information technologies has paved ways for rapid and enormous growth of
distance education. They indicate that learners, educators, institutions, and entrepreneurs
are increasingly choosing modernised distance education. Some argue that regular mode
helps students to gain frequent access to campus where they tend to benefit knowledge
through information learning, such as the possibilities to meet and discuss with other
students and staff (Baroudi & David). While some others such as Barak (2011) indicate
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that there are several misconceptions about distance education among students and staff.
Most of them still hold the past image of distance education, while distance education
has evolved rapidly with dynamic options such as online and e-learning. However,
Perez, Robbins, Harris, and Montgomery (2020) indicate that students have better
opportunities to socialise with other students and staff on campus. Moreover, the social
cognitive development is higher when students interact inside and outside the classroom
(Bolling, Pfister, Mygind & Nielsen, 2019). High students’ attrition is observed in
distance programmes. Thompson (2006) recommends the use of established tools to test
and trace students’ progress to reduce student attrition in distance education. Schuster
et.al. (2020) recommend hybrid teaching and learning to support metacognitive skills

Enhancing the quality of distance education is recommended by several scholars.
Lezburg (2009) suggests periodical accreditation is essential to ensure the quality of
distance education programmes. Leh & Jobin (2002) point out that distance education,
particularly through online has rapidly grown in recent times, which are to be regulated
with necessary quality mechanisms. Chaney, et.al. (2007) suggests assessing a student’s
opinion on the quality of distance education. There are several challenges students and
staff face in both regular and distance mode. Yilmaz, Kiilcii, Unal & Cakmak (2013)
account that although distance education embraced digitisation, the users often are not
utilising it to the fullest. Celikbilet & Tuylu (2019) indicate the emergence of interactive
e-learning. Berge (2002) indicates the barriers that the abilities to deal with distance and
online education varies among students, teachers, and institutions. Some argue that most
universities have evolved to integrate both regular and distance modes of teaching and
learning. Broad, Mathews & Mcdonald (2004) suggest the effective use of technologies
to account distance and online education. Forsyth, Pizzica, Laxton, & Mahony (2010)
indicate that distance education in an era of e-learning has emerged as a new challenge
for campus-focused institutions. Hariadi et.al (2021) claim that the blended learning
improves higher order thinking skills among students.

Higher education in India has been expanded to meet the growing demands. Altbach
(2009) considers India and China as two giants that have awakened by transforming
their economy. He contests that India in comparison to China has not expanded its
higher education. The National Knowledge Commission (NKC, 2006) recommended to
raise the number of universities. Agarwal (2007) points out that the growth of higher
education in India is unplanned, substandard with limited public investment and
resources. Carnoy & Dossani (2013) contend that expansion of higher education in India
since the 1990’s was driven heavily by privatisation. Agarwal (2007) argues that
although private higher education expanded rapidly in the country, it was not well
regulated and controlled. Access to private education is facilitated by financial merit
rather than academic merit. Chattopadhyay (2009) private higher education failed to
support inclusive education. Privatisation of higher education has slowed the social
responsiveness of higher education. According to the British Council in India (2014),
India has the world’s biggest tertiary age population, which makes the higher education
sector in India important. Access to higher education has different windows in India.
Access to prestigious higher education such as entry to institutions of national
importance is highly competitive and meritorious in India. While most private higher
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education is often expensive. Public and state funded not for profit higher education
institutions often serve to academically average and economically background students.
FICCI (2013) recommends expanding affordable access to higher education for all
eligible and deserving students through various means.

Distance education has contributed to expanding access to higher education in India.
According to the Ministry of Human Resource Development’s (2019), All India Survey
on Higher Education, there are 993 universities, 39931 colleges and 10725 stand-alone
institutions. Among them, there are 16 open universities, and 110 universities offer in
dual mode (both regular and distance). There are 37.4 million students enrolled in
higher education in India during 2018-2019, of which 10.62% constitutes the enrolment
in distance mode. Majority of students enrolled in distance mode are in arts, humanities,
and social sciences and at bachelors, masters, and certificate level programmes.
Bordoloi (2018) points out that millions of young people in India are empowered by
open and distance learning. Gupta, Singh, Pandita & Bhat (2020) indicate that student
enrolment in library and information science programmes in distance mode is three
times more than the regular mode during the period of 2011 to 2018 in India. Subba Rao
(2006) informs that information technology (IT) has been supportive to expand distance
learning in India, particularly the use of digital libraries and has expanded in recent
times. Some of the distance education programmes in India have been successful. Dash
(2019) informs that distance mode students in her study indicated satisfaction on the
programme, while informing their challenges mainly on supervision of their research
works. Sharma & Srivastav (2021) argue that students’ attitude towards learning has
greater impact on epistemic access.

METHOD

As the research is keen to understand students’ experience on epistemic access in
regular and distance programmes in large scale a survey was considered a suitable data
collection method. An online survey using google forms was developed. Students who
have completed or are currently enrolled in a university level programme in regular or
distance mode were invited to take part in this survey with their informed concerns.
Blair & Noel (2014) suggests improving higher education practice through a student
evaluation system. Browne & Millar (2019) recommend the use of technology to engage
a larger number of students in seeking their opinions to improve education.

The data was collected in the state of Tamil Nadu in India, as it has one of the largest
higher education systems within India and has the highest number of universities in
India offering programmes in both regular and distance modes. As the study wanted to
explore and account for the views of university students in the entire state, it chose to
include the larger sample size possible. Barlett, Kotrlik & Higgins (2001) suggest
choosing 350 minimum samples when the target population is above 10000. Creative
Research Systems (2020) recommends 500 samples to study the larger population of a
city or a state. In this research, 636 respondents attempted to do the survey, of them 578
respondents completed all the quantitative questions. The quantitative section had about
24 questions with Likert scale, which allowed the researchers to obtain range of
responses from the participants. According to Croasmun & Ostrum (2011) Likert scales
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help obtain a range of responses from the samples often in five scales. Hinkin (1998)
recommends good conceptualisation of the problem before the survey questions, scales
are developed.

The researchers carefully chose the survey questions from the necessary understanding
drawn from the literature exploration. There was only one general qualitative question at
the end of the survey questionnaire in which the respondents were expected to share
their experiences on both regular and distance programmes. For the tool reliability,
Cronbach’s alpha as the measure of internal consistency (o) of the tool was measured
and found to be 0.887. According to George & Mallery (2003) thumb rule, the value >.8
is good (p. 231). Thus, it is concluded that the research tool on epistemic access is
reliable. Around 399 respondents attempted to answer the qualitative question, while
180 of them left some comments of which around 70 comments were meaningful to be
included for further analysis. Thematic analysis was used to analyse the qualitative
comments from the respondents. Braun & Clarke (2012) consider thematic analysis for
systematically identifying, organising, and offering insights into patterns of meaning
(themes) across a data set. Standard ethical protocols were observed in data collection,
analysis, and reporting.

FINDINGS

Both quantitative and qualitative data were gathered using google form. There were two
sections in the quantitative part. Demographic information was gathered in the first
section, while the research related data were gathered in the second section. The
following table presents the demographic details on the study.

Table 1

Difference in the epistemic access to higher education in terms of gender
Variable Gender N Mean Std. Deviation t-value p-value
Epistemic Accessto  Male 196 29.9898 11.93185

Higher Education  Female 383 _ 28.4804 _ 9.99995 1607 109

It is inferred from the table 1 that male and female do not significantly differ in their
epistemic access to higher education.

Table 2
Difference in the epistemic access to higher education in terms of age
. Sum of Mean
Variable Age Group Squares df Square F p-value

Between Groups  3281.716 2 1640.858 15.008 .000*
Within Groups 62975.240 576  109.332

Total 66256.957 578

*Significant at 0.05 level

Epistemic Access to
Higher Education

It is inferred from the table 2 that the sample group significantly differs in their
epistemic access to higher education in terms of age. When comparing the mean scores,
the age groups 31-40 (31.80) are better than the age groups of below 20 (28.55) and 21-
30 (26.82) in their epistemic access.
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Table 3

Difference in the epistemic access to higher education in terms of marital status

Variable Marital Status Sum of gf  Mean P
Squares Square value

Between Groups  2601.807 2 1300.903 11.772 .000*
Within Groups 63655.150 576 110.512
Total 66256.957 578

Epistemic Access to
Higher Education

It is inferred from the table 3 that the sample group significantly differs in their
epistemic access to higher education in terms of marital status. When comparing the
mean scores, the married participants (31.15) are better than the unmarried participants
(26.90) and others (28.66) and 21-30 in their epistemic access.

Table 4
Difference in the epistemic access to higher education in terms of nature of work

- Sum of Mean p-
Variable Nature of Work Squares f Square value

Between Groups  2965.935 2 1482.967  13.496 .000*
Within Groups 63291.022 576 109.880
Total 66256.957 578

Epistemic Access to
Higher Education

It is inferred from table 4 that the sample group significantly differs in their epistemic
access to higher education in terms of nature of work. When comparing the mean scores,
the respondents who study and work (31.16) are better than the respondents who only
study (26.38) and the respondents who only work (30.74) in their epistemic access.

Table 5

Difference in the epistemic access to higher education in terms of mode of study

Variable Mode of Study Sum of gf  Mean F P
Squares Square value

Between Groups  11277.573 2 5638.786 59.076 .000*
Within Groups ~ 54979.384 576 95.450
Total 66256.957 578

Epistemic Access to
Higher Education

It is inferred from the table 5 that the sample group significantly differs in their
epistemic access to higher education in terms of mode of study. When comparing the
mean score, the respondents in regular mode have better epistemic access to higher
education compared to the respondents from distance mode and both.

Table 6
Association between the economic status and epistemic access to higher education
Variables N f x2value p-value

Economic Status Vs.

Epistemic Access to Higher Education 597 %2 63192 0.991

It is inferred from table 7 that the sample group is not significantly associated in their
epistemic access to higher education in terms of economic status. The above six tables
indicate that the respondents from regular mode have better epistemic access to higher
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education compared to the respondents from distance mode and both in terms of
demographic backgrounds of the participants. Descriptive analysis was done for all the
18 questions in five domains, such as learning resources, pedagogic practices, values of
the modes, student services and others. Table 1 presents the descriptive statistical
analysis on the questions related to learning resources.

Table 7
Descriptive statistical analysis on the questions related to learning resources

Questions Related to Learning

R Regular None Both Distance Mean SD
esources

Which of the two modes offers good 746%  12% 18.5% 57%

learning resources (such as physical 135 .839
and online library resources)? (432) ) (107)  (39)

Which of the two modes allows you to 0 o 0 o

meet the lecturers frequently to consult ?jgg)A) (95;’ ?557;)& ?2;)% 134 835
and take learning support?

Which of the two modes offers 85.1% 1.2% 86% 5% 155 980
frequent lectures and campus visit? (493) (7) (50) (29) ' '
Which of the two modes offers a good o o o o

mentoring, supervising, feedback 174%  21%  15% 5.5% 149 940

supports? (448)  (12) (87) (32

Four specific questions were linked to learning resources, such as library resources,
consulting academics, frequent lectures/campus visits, mentoring, supervising, and
feedback support. Majority of the respondents from as low as 74.6% to as high as 85.1%
considered regular mode providing good learning resources, which clearly indicates that
the respondents largely value regular mode providing better learning resources thus
supportive to epistemic access compared to distance mode. Interestingly considerable
respondents as high as 18.5% valued both modes providing good library resources. It is
also important to note that 2.1% of respondents did not consider both modes as good for
good mentoring, supervising and feedback support. Table 8 provides the descriptive
statistical analysis on the questions related to pedagogical processes.
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Table 8
Descriptive statistical analysis on the questions related to pedagogic processes

Questions Related to Pedagogic Regular None Both Distance Mean SD

Process

Which of the two modes offers a 69.1% 14% 245% 5% 165  1.009
comprehensive curriculum? (400) (8) (142)  (29) ) '
Which of the two modes integrates 781% 19% 149% 52% 147 927
good pedagogic practices? (452) (11)  (86) (30) ) '
Which of the two modes provides

good, blended learning experiences 69.1% 24% 228% 57% 165 1013
(both online and face to face (400) (14) (132) (33) ' '
learning)?

Which of the two modes includes a

variety of assessments (such as ijg;/o (95;/0 %10;/60) (5;/90) 156 .974
formative and summative)?

Which of the two modes provides 853%  12% 97%  3.8%

you more learning activities and . i i . 132 .800
practical? (494) ) (56) (22)

Which of the two modes allows you 76% 12% 18.1% 4.7% 151 945

to develop in depth knowledge? (440) (7) (105) (27)

There were six questions related to pedagogical processes. They were mainly exploring
the mode that better offers comprehensive curricula, integrates good pedagogic
practices, offer blended learning experiences, include variety of assessments, provide
diverse learning activities/practical, and allow to develop in depth knowledge. Most of
the respondents as low as 69.1% for comprehensive curricula to as high as 85.3% for
practical, indicate regular mode providing better pedagogic practices, suggesting it as
better supporting epistemic access. On an average around 20% of the respondents
consider both modes for good pedagogic practices. Only about 5% in an average value
distance mode for good pedagogic practices. It is important to observe that 2.4% of the
respondents inform that none of the modes offer good, blended learning. Table 9 offers
the descriptive statistical analysis on the questions related to value of the modes.

Table 9
Descriptive statistical analysis on the questions related to value of the modes

Questions Related to Value of the Regular None Both Distance Mean SD

Modes

Which of the two modes is most cost  57% 14% 109% 30.7% 215 1374
effective? (330) (8) (63) (178) ) '
Which of the two modes has value 66.7% 33% 183% 11.7% 175 1122
for money? (386) (19) (106) (68) ) '
Which of the two modes has a good 82.6% 16% 11.7% 4.1% 137 848
market value? (478) (9) (68) (24) ) '

Three questions were related to the value of the regular and distance modes. They
include the cost effectiveness, value for the money and exchange value in the job
market. In terms of the cost effectiveness although 57% of the respondents considered
regular mode, 30.7% valuing distance mode is relatively high compared to the responses
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in other questions. For the value for the money question although there were 66.7%
respondents, 18.3% respondents considering both modes is interesting to observe. While
for the question exchange value of the mode in the job market, a high turn of 82.6%
respondents value regular mode. Thus in terms of the value of the mode in general
regular mode is on high preference, with an exception on the cost effectiveness. Table
10 presents the descriptive statistical analysis on the questions related to student
services.

Table 10
Descriptive statistical analysis on the questions related to student services

Questions Related to Student Regular None Both Distance Mean SD

Services
Which of the two modes provides 77.7%  21% 152%
better student services? (450) (12) (88) 5% (29) 147 925

Which of the two modes has good 853% 21% 9% 3.6%

other campus facilities (such as 1.31 782
canteen, sports, clubs, etc.,)? (494) (12) (52) (21)

Which of the two modes is more o o 0 0

flexible and help you to balance ?2352;’ (31%3)%’ 19.2%  34.2% 2.44 1.343

work, study, and family? (111)  (198)

There were three questions related to student services, such as better student services,
good campus facilities, and flexibility in terms of work, study, and life balance. For the
first two questions respondents favoured regular mode, making regular mode relatively
suitable for epistemic access. While for the third question in terms of the mode that is
flexible to balance work, study, and life 34.2% respondents chose distance and 19.2%
chose both modes, together making the regular mode inferior for this option. Table 11
offers descriptive statistical analysis on all the other questions.

Table 11
Descriptive statistical analysis on the other questions
Other Questions Regular  None Both Distance Mean  SD

If you were to take another
course yourself which of the 63.2% 2.4% 9.8% 24.5%

two modes, you would prefer (366) (14) (57) (142) 1.96 1.309
most?

If you were to recommend to

your friends and family which 72.4% 1% 16.9% o

of the two modes, you would (419) (6) (98) 9.7%(56)  1.64 1.073

recommend most?

Two other questions, such as the mode the respondent prefer for their future studies, and
the mode that they recommend for others. In both cases, most of the respondents
preferred regular modes, making regular mode most conducive for epistemic access. It is
interesting to observe that 24.5% respondents considered choosing distance mode for
their future studies, while 16.9% considered both modes to recommend to others.
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Analysis of the Qualitative Data

There was only one general qualitative question at the end of the survey questionnaire in
which the respondents were expected to share their experiences on both regular and
distance programmes. Around 399 respondents attempted to answer the qualitative
question, while 180 of them left some comments of which around 70 comments were
meaningful and unique to be included in the transcript for further analysis. The
comments that were repetitive were excluded for further analysis. Thematic analysis was
used to analyse the qualitative comments from the respondents. The study used Braun &
Clarke’s (2006) six phase approach to thematic analysis: familiarising with the data,
generalising initial code, searching for themes, reviewing potential themes, defining, and
naming themes, and producing the report. The responses were categorised into
following five themes: learning resources, pedagogic practices, value of the mode,
student services, and others.

Several respondents shared meaningful comments related to learning resources. Some of
the respondents pointed out that in regular mode, they can gain better access to learning
resources. R31 indicated that ‘in regular mode, students can access practical knowledge
through labs and facilities’. R140 mentioned that ‘in regular students can access learning
materials in an authentic manner’. R158 informed that ‘research resources are good in
regular institutions with proper library facilities to access’. However, R55 expressed that
‘even in regular mode, not enough resources are provided, mostly in sub-standard
private institutions’. Some of the respondents indicated that meeting lecturers is frequent
and fast in regular institutions. R105 pointed out that ‘it is better to provide good
guidance and supervision in regular mode’. R180 indicated that ‘I could get more
support from the professors in regular mode as | could meet them frequently’. R165
mentioned that ‘it was difficult to arrange meetings with professors in distance mode’.
Some of the respondents informed that learning content and materials are not frequently
updated, mostly in distance mode programmes. R152 reported that ‘learning resources
and content are less frequently upgraded in distance mode’. Some of the respondents
indicated the emergence of online learning resources and e-learning platforms and how
they are used by both regular and distance mode institutions. R27 mentioned that online
learning and virtual classroom will be widely used in future by many. While R79
indicated that technology is not often well used to enrich distance mode of learning.

Many respondents shared relevant comments related to pedagogic practices. In general,
many respondents feel that regular mode provides good pedagogical experiences. For
R28 ‘only in regular in-depth knowledge could be learnt’. R102 indicated that ‘face to
face learning is more authentic and real’. R99 informed that ‘regular mode helps for
holistic development’. For R31 ‘group learning activities are only possible in regular
mode’. Some of the respondents informed that in regular mode, they can interact better.
R10 informed that ‘students can clarify their doubts immediately in regular mode as they
can interact with instructors’. R12 indicated that ‘only in regular, students get direct
experience, helping for mutual exchange of ideas, thoughts’. For R52 ‘regular mode
supports clarity in learning with possibility to interact and discuss’. Some of the
respondents pointed out that regular mode supports certain skills better. R26 indicated
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that ‘regular mode gives us opportunity to socialise with other students’. For R30
‘regular mode allows me to learn co-curricular activities’. R48 mentioned that ‘regular
mode is good to develop hands on experience and subject expertise’. R120 informed
that ‘regular mode helps build good conceptual clarity’. Some respondents
recommended regular mode for better learning experience. R67 recommended regular
mode for research-based degrees. R96 indicated that ‘it is easy to monitor learning
progress in regular mode’. R160 informed me that ‘I spent more time learning in the
regular mode compared to the distance mode. The more time spent, the more I learnt’.
R7 suggested that ‘both instructors and students in either mode must fulfil their learning
duties to achieve learning objectives’. Interestingly, R32 indicated that ‘we can’t
underestimate the student who learns through distance mode. As some might be able to
use it better to gain knowledge’. While R25 indicated that ‘distance mode of learning
requires independent learning skills’.

Many students shared their views on the value of the mode. Most of them expressed that
distance mode is financially affordable. For R39 ‘only distance is affordable for
financially weak students’. R44 indicated that ‘I studied in both modes. For me, both
are almost same in gaining knowledge, but different in fees and facilities’. R125
informed that ‘distance mode is economic and convenient’ and for R115 ‘in terms of
cost and time, distance is better’. Many respondents pointed out that distance mode is
flexible and convenient for working professionals. F26 mentioned that ‘distance mode is
suitable and beneficial to working professionals’. For R47 ‘distance mode is flexible for
those who prefer flexibility’. R174 indicated that ‘I could only complete my
postgraduate degree in a distance mode as I did not want to leave my work to study’.
However, R60 informed that ‘many students lose focus when trying to work and study
together’. For R77 ‘when one doesn’t find the course in their home country, choosing to
study online and distance mode from another country or region is fine’. Some of the
respondents such as F25 indicated that ‘students at postgraduate level may follow
distance mode as they are matured’. F23 recommends regular mode for professional
courses. R37 informed that ‘regular mode establishes a sense of responsibility to learn’.
For R29 ‘regular mode allows students to learn ethical and moral values from
instructors’. R120 informed that ‘most students finish on time in regular mode’. Some of
the respondents shared their thoughts on the disputed value of distance mode degrees in
job the market. R148 indicated that ‘I can only get a good job with a regular degree. As
degree from distance mode is not much valued in the job market’. R163 informed that ‘I
am in human resources, and | know how distance mode degrees are valued in the job
market in India’. R177 mentioned that ‘I have degrees from both regular and distance
mode. But I only got a job through my regular degree’. R60 suggested that ‘distance
mode must be more user-friendly and provide job skills’. R116 pointed out that ‘both
modes are valuable and successful if one works hard and smart’.

Some of the respondents shared their opinions on student services of the two modes.
Some of them such as R9 expressed that ‘distance mode helps students from remote
locations to benefit when regular institutions are not in the vicinity’. R43 indicated that
‘for married women who are home makers, distance mode is much better for work life
balance’. Some of them suggested that it is also important to take into consideration of
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family situations and social status. As mostly poor and low middle-class students study
in distance mode (R34.) for R53 ‘as regular mode is expensive, mostly in private
institutions, distance mode is preferred’. Some of the respondents informed the
importance of attending face to face lectures. For R143 ‘visiting university campus gives
us the sense of learners and real learning’. For some, such as R155 ‘students’ facilities in
most universities are bad. Some private universities offer decent student facilities, but
the cost is high’. R165 argued that ‘distance mode is more student friendly as we plan
our study at our own convenience and space’. And for R170 ‘distance mode has helped
me to acquire more degrees as it was easy to manage distance learning with my work in
an affordable manner’.

Several respondents shared many other views related to the study that are different from
the above four themes. Many of them commented on the quality of distance
programmes. R24 informed that ‘most distance programmes are substandard. Quality of
the distance programme must be regulated’. While R54 informed that ‘I am neither
satisfied in regular not in distance mode in terms of quality’. Some of the respondents
such as R28 indicated that ‘distance mode gives us independence and freedom to learn
by ourselves’. Some such as R29 expressed harsh opinions on those choosing distance
mode ‘those secking only the degree choose distance education’. Some of the
respondents found certain advantages in distance mode. R36 indicated that ‘for those
bread winners, distance mode is the way out as they have to study and work’. R132
recommends ‘distance is good for additional degrees’. R146 considers ‘distance mode
allowed to earn while learning. And it gives both financial and epistemic access in life’.
Some of the respondents recommend regular mode for certain benefits. R8 suggests that
‘science subjects can only be delivered through regular mode’. R45 recommends regular
as suitable for young people and distance for adults’.

Some others indicated that both have merits and demerits (R138). R38 indicated that
both modes are important as they serve different users with varying needs. R50
recommends evening and weekend classes for working professionals instead of distance
mode. Some of the participants expressed their concerns on the quality of both modes.
R65 pointed out that ‘as education becomes commercialised, true quality is
questionable, what we see is fake quality’. R79 suggested that ‘distance mode should be
of equal importance for the quality to improve’. R122 expressed that ‘some of regular
mode programmes are worse than distance mode programmes’. While R167 pointed out
that ‘the quality measures in distance mode learning are not strong compared to the
regular mode’.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Most of the respondents in general, shared their personal experiences, which could be
subjective. However, it is interesting to account such views to understand the general
trends. The findings from both quantitative and qualitative data suggest that students
seem to share more positive experience in regular mode compared to distance mode
programmes and institutions. In terms of learning resources, most of the respondents had
positive experience in regular mode compared to the distance mode, while some of them
appreciated the emergence of dynamic e-learning platforms as potential opportunities
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for distance mode. Many respondents indicated positive experiences in pedagogic
practices in the regular mode compared to the distance mode. Some of the respondents
expressed the declining quality of pedagogic practices in both modes. Several
respondents shared positive views about distance mode being supportive to balance
work, study, and life. Many respondents pointed out that degrees from regular mode
have better exchange value at the job market, while some of the respondents highlighted
the cost-effective, flexible, convenient aspects of distance mode as advantageous.
Majority of the respondents pointed out that student services are relatively better in
regular mode, while some of them expressed negative experiences on student services in
both modes. The other views shared by respondents had mixed feelings on both modes.
Some of the respondents cautioned about the declining quality in both modes,
particularly in private institutions as they are not able to get the value for the money.

The findings from the similar studies and the current empirical study are more
comparable, except that the context where the empirical study was carried out, where
distance education has not evolved dynamically, thus making it difficult to compare with
other global best practices. The results seemingly confirm the theoretical claim that the
pursuit of authentic knowledge is adequate when epistemic access is ensured. The study
recommends that higher educational institutions must continue to focus on expansion
and inclusion, while strategically address quality and student success. It also suggests
that institutions offering both modes must fulfil their epistemic duties by ensuring
epistemic access to students. The study also recommends that entry to tertiary level
programmes must be restricted based on strong academic merit and zeal. The current
study has several relevant implications. The findings of the study offer relevant insights
to the ongoing debate on access and epistemic access to higher education. The study
findings showcase the trends in student experiences on both regular and distance mode
programmes, which may help policy makers, curriculum designers, academic and
researchers to gain necessary understanding on the nature, quality, and user experiences
of the two modes. The study acknowledges some of the limitations of the research. In
future studies, the number of participants could be increased by promoting the study in
multiple locations. If possible, future studies could use other qualitative methods such as
interviews or focus groups to gather more in-depth information from the respondents.
Future studies may also consider observation of lectures and campus visits for more real
time data gathering. The opportunities and challenges of both regular and distance
modes of education, especially during the times of uncertainty, disaster, war, pandemic
such as COVID-19, could be also studied in different contexts for relevant benefits.

In general, most participants expressed that there is a lack of epistemic access in both
modes (largely at distance) in the context where the study was carried out, although
there is a deep sense of desire for it among all stakeholders. The study claims that mere
opportunity to access the desired institution and programme is not a guarantee to gain
authentic knowledge to fulfil epistemic access to higher education. As informed by most
of the respondents that both modes have merits and demerits, it is necessary that both
modes are available at good qualities for students to benefit from them appropriately.
The study contents that pursuit of authentic, adequate, tested, justified knowledge
happens when epistemic access is ensured by all relevant stakeholders in the higher
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education sector. The study asserts that seeking student’s experience and views on
epistemic access support the understanding of user experience in higher education.
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