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Abstract
Communication transmits information, ideas and feelings from one
person to another. But there are certain barriers which restrict the
people’s expression. These are social barriers, cultural barriers, temporal
barriers, technical barriers, psychological barriers, contextual barriers
and collaboration barriers. Therefore, present study was designed (i) to
explore the communication barriers faced by learner in distance
education and (ii) to find out the effects of these communication barriers
on achievement of distance learners. Stratified random sampling
technique was used to select 380 M.Ed students from the five main
regions of Allama Iqbal Open University. All the Academia of Faculty of
Education, all the Regional Heads and 300 tutors of M.Ed program were
included in the sample. Four questionnaires based on five-point Likert
scale were used for data collection. Data were analyzed through mean
score and standard deviation. It was concluded that distance learners
faced challenges in communication which affect the achievements of
distance learner. It was recommended to provide better communication
facilitates to the distance learner through digital support services. Quality
students support services can improve the communication process.
Accessibility of internet and social media networking should be ensured
atleast in study centers. Moreover, group interaction through tutorial and
social media should be established.
Keywords: Communication barriers, Distance learners, support
services, internet, social media.
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Introduction
Distance education is a special mode of teaching which requires
effective communication between teacher and learner. As learners and
teachers are far apart from each other; therefore, special arrangement is
made in the institutions established for this purpose (Moore & Kearsley,
2012). Distance may be physical, pedagogical and social or cognitive.
Cognitive distance is referring to how homogeneous students are
amongst themselves. More cognitive distance becomes a barrier in
concept development through discussion. (Mumsch & Wilson,
2003).Pedagogical distance is disconnect between prescribed curriculum
and its implementation in the classroom by the teacher. While physical
distance is geographical distance between learner and teacher(Pereira,
Lisbon & Lõhmus, 2005).
Transfer from correspondence way to web-based systems and
telecommunication systems in distance learning has created
complications. Some of these are need of training and guidance in online
context, unawareness of new technology, lack of satisfactory technology,
participants defy of technological changes, difficulty in accessing the
internet, difficulty in analyzing teachers’ perspectives and delivering
system. (Isman & Altinay, 2005).
Similarly, nervousness can cause psychological problems for
students and teachers while they are getting engaged in distance
education. Students and teachers may have technical barriers while
communicating due to lack of technological expertise and may have
semantic barriers during communication, (Perreault, Waldman,
Alexander & Zhao, 2002).Moreover, mostly teacher and student are
unaware of their roles which also becomes a barrier in teaching –
learning process.

Literature review
Most of the time in distance education, teacher and students are
far apart. This geographical distance creates barriers. Because of these
barriers students can feel depressed, isolated and uncomfortable
(Dennen, 2005).These barriers affect the learners’ satisfaction, learners’
quality of learning and learners’ performance (Berge & Muilenberg,
2005). However, learning in distance mode can be effective if planned
keeping in view these barriers. Berge(2013) thinks that with the
advancement of technology, it would be possible to handle the problems
of distance education.
On the basis of available literature, all these barriers of distance
education can be grouped into following types:
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1.
Physical, Technical and Temporal Barriers: Correspondence
courses offered in distance education face the problems of
communication between learners and teachers. This is due to ph
physical
barriers. Technical barriers mean differences in access to technological
capabilities all over the world. It affects individual aptitude towards the
use of technology.
Temporal Barriers are related to time barriers. Students do not
receive their course
urse materials, assignments and letters on time because of
poor postal system. Students face fear of time. Time pressure affects the
learning skills of students in distance education. Thus, time constraints,
and time pressures creates hurdles in teaching learning
learning process.
Therefore, distance learners need more motivation and self
self-direction
direction as
compared to face-to-face
face
learners (Stine, 2004).
Eventually, use of telephone services has reduced some of the
problems of two-way
two
communication which occur in corresp
correspondence
courses. Overall, problems regarding low levels of interaction resulted in
a lack of motivation and a lack of eagerness to learn, often leading
students to leave the course or program of distance education. Moreover,
there are two major barriers on the way of students’ success
success; one is
course delivery and lack of interaction with teachers and other students
and second one is lack of time (Altinay
Altinay & Altinay 2003).
2.
Psychological and Contextual Barriers:
Barriers Psychological barriers
are referred to perceptions (subjective feelings) of another person’s
presence or closeness while communicating with that person. Contextual
barriers refer to difference in learning or problem solving between the
abstract situations versus in an authentic situation presented to the
student.
Often, students reported feeling confused, nervous or disturbed
because of late feedback as they wanted quicker teacher feedback on
content, assignments and online class schedule. Far too often these
feelings were met by teacher who did not understand the intensity of
students’ sense of frustration or did not solve the problem satisfactorily
(Hara & Kling, 2000; Thorpe, 2002). Result of these is that students face
barriers in their learning. In other way contextual issu
issues
es increase the
students’ real problem-solving
problem solving abilities which will continue to be a
critical goal in learning. Context-aware
Context aware learning environment is mobile
learning system that utilizes contextual tools which is called global
positioning system (GPS) (Bro
(Brown and Metcalf, 2008) and also called
Quick Response (QR) codes (Ramsden and Jordan, 2009).
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3.
Social, Cultural, Interaction and Collaboration Barriers:
Technology has increased social interaction. In distance education,
learners can create social group / community and work together on
digital discussion forum. Teachers may join these groups and make the
learning more interactive. (Koh & Hill, 2009). Therefore, Siemens and
Downes (2005) focus on the role of social and cultural form of
communication in teaching and learning process. As learning is through
the contact of network nodes which connection globally. In this way
learners communicate and share ideas with others by using the new
digital technologies. But absence of these digital technologies creates
barriers in their communication and teaching-learning process.
Cultural differences among distance learners also create
communication barriers. Colombo, (2004) states that sometimes teachers,
while interacting with students from a different language and culture,
represent their own cultural perspectives. Such kind of
miscommunication creates barriers in teaching learning process. To cope
with this kind of miscommunication, teachers need some cultural context
information to help them to understand the cultural differences of their
students (Lai & Ishiyama, 2004). Hence, this awareness will help the
teachers to deal the barriers created by these cultural differences
adequately (Karadeniz, 2015; Kasahara & Turnbull, 2005).
With the increase of technologies for distance education, the
feelings of loneliness and physical distance of the learners have been
reduced. Around the same time, however, students from various
localities and cultures have been increased, which make communication
and language differences more of a challenge(Bash, 2009; Betts, 2009;
Hallberg & Wafula, 2010).
For effective teaching -learning process, emotional connection
between teacher and learner is required. Moreover, immediate feedback
to the learner by the teacher enhances his/her motivation which results
effective learning. But absence of emotional link and feedback results in
interaction barrier (Kim, Liu &Bonk, 2005). For most participants as
indicated by So and Brush (2008) it is more difficult in most of the cases
to establish the same sense of social presence and to overlook
communication problems related to online social interactions compared
to the same participants in-person. Usually in online classroom
technologically mediated delivery mechanisms are not allowed the same
number of social-context cues (de Bruyn, 2004).
In general collaboration, communication and discussion becomes
difficult when teacher and leaner have different cultural backgrounds
(Shen, 2004). Because they define content based upon their ideas, faith,
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religion,, language and local customs (Ali, 2006, Sarrafzadeh &
Williamson, 2012). Thus, communication barriers have to be kept in
view while designing distance education programs. Allama Iqbal Open
University
niversity is an open distance learning university in Pakistan, th
therefore,
this study has been designed to explore the communication barriers in
distance education and their effect on achievement of distance learners.

Objectives of the Study
The objectives of the study were:
1. To explore social, cultural, temporal, technical, psychological,
contextual, and collaborating barriers in distance education.
2. To find out the effects of communication barriers on achievement of
distance learners.

Research Questions
This study was conducted to find the answers of following questions:
1. What are the social barriers in distance education?
2. What are the cultural barriers in distance education?
3. What are the temporal barriers in distance education?
4. What are the technical barriers in distance education?
5. What are the psychological barriers
bar
in distance education?
6. What are the contextual barriers in distance education?
7. What are the collaboration barriers in distance education?
8. How do communication barriers affect the distance learner
achievement?

Methodology
Population
The population of study comprised of:
1. Tutors of M.Ed of Provincial Headquarters and Islamabad i.e. 1104.
1. Students of M.Ed of Provincial Headquarters and Islamabad
i.e.33120.
2. Regional Directors of AIOU stationed at Provincial Headquarters
and Islamabad i.e. 12.
3. Academia of Faculty of Education i.e. 20.
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Table 1
Population of the Study
Regions

Tutors

Students

Academicians

Regional Directors

Islamabad

231

6930

20

2

Lahore
Karachi
Quetta

229
252
202

6870
7560
6060

-

3
3
2

Peshawar
Total

190
1104

5700
33120

20

2
12

Sampling of the Study
After taking each Regional Directorate as strata, multistage
sampling was used in this research.
Table 2
Sample of the Study
Regions

Tutors

Students

Academicians

Regional
Directors

Islamabad

70

80

20

2

Lahore
Karachi

70
60

80
75

-

3
3

Quetta

50

75

-

2

Peshawar
Total

50
300

70
380

20

2
12

Research Instruments
Four questionnaires were developed in the perspective of Social,
Cultural, Temporal, Technical, Psychological, Contextual and
Collaboration barriers i.e. Questionnaire for Students (α
=0.94),Questionnaire for Tutors(α=0.9),Questionnaire for Academicians
(α =0.9) and Questionnaire for Regional Directors(α =0.98).The validity
of tools was tested by experts. All Questionnaires were developed on
five-point Likert scale i.e. Strongly Agree (SA), Agree(A),
Uncertain(UNC), Disagree(DA) and Strongly Disagree(SDA).

Data Collection
The questionnaires were administered by e-mail as well as by
post to the students, Tutors, Regional Directors as data of students, tutors
and regional directors were taken from admission department of AIOU.

A Study of Communication
unication Barriers in Open ….

253

While for the academicians, questionnaire was served
served personally and
collected in the same way. Data collected through questionnaires were
analyzed by using SPSS. The Mean and Standard Deviation were used
for organizing and summarizing data.

Results
Table 3
Social Barriers in the learning process of Dis
Distance Learners
Respondants
Mean Score
S. D

Academicians
3.68
0.495

Regional Directors
4.08
0.415

Tutors
3.69
.422

Students
3.7
0.362

Table 3 shows mean score of academicians(x
academicians ̄ = 3.68), Regional Directors
(x̄ = 4.08), tutors(x
tutors ̄ = 3.69) and students(x̄ = 3.7). As all mean scores are
greater than 3.0, therefore, it is eveident that respondents are of the view
that there are social barriers in learing process of distance learners .
Table 4
Cultural Barriers in the learning process of Distance
Di
Learners
Respondants
Mean
S. D

Academicians
3.46
0.348

Regional Directors
3.94
.430

Tutors
3.36
0.286

Students
3.26
0.209

Table 4 shows mean score of academicians (x̄ = 3.46), Regional Directors
(x̄ = 3.94), tutors (x̄ = 3.36) and students(x̄ = 3.26). As all mean scores are
greater than 3.0, therefore, it is eveident that respondents are of the view
that there are cultural barriers in learing process of distance learners .
Table 5
Temporal Barriers in the learning process of Distance Learners
Learne
Respondants
Mean
S. D

Academicians
3.81
0.170

Regional Directors
4.12
.169

Tutors
3.8
0.235

Students
3.67
0.196

Table 5 shows mean score of academicians (x̄ = 3.81), Regional Directors
(x̄ = 4.12), tutors (x̄ = 3.8) and students(x̄ = 3.67). As all mean scores are
greater than 3.0, therefore, it is evident that respondents are of the view
that there are Temporal Barriers in learning process of distance learners.
learners
Table 6
Technical Barriers in the learning process of Distance Learners
Respondants
Mean
S. D

Academicians
A
3.88
0.148

Regional Directors
4.08
.365

Tutors
3.80
0.284

Students
3.71
0.122
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Table 6 shows mean score of academicians (x̄ = 3.88), Regional
Directors (x̄ = 4.08), tutors (x̄ = 3.80) and students(x̄ = 3.71). As all mean
scores are greater than 3.0, therefore, it is eveident that respondents are
of the view that there are Technical Barriers in learing process of
distance learners .
Table 7
Psychological Barriers in the learning process of Distance Learners
Respondants
Mean
S. D

Academicians
3.51
0.271

Regional Directors
4
.210

Tutors
3.82
0.099

Students
3.88
.230

Table 7 shows mean score of academicians (x̄ = 3.51), Regional
Directors (x̄ = 4.00), tutors (x̄ = 3.82) and students(x̄ = 3.88). As all mean
scores are greater than 3.0, therefore, it is eveident that respondents are
of the view that there are Psychological Barriers in learing process of
distance learners .
Table 8
Contextual Barriers in the learning process of Distance Learners
Respondants
Mean
S. D

Academicians
3.7
0.1

Regional Directors
4.04
0.125

Tutors
3.88
0.16

Students
3.70
0.114

Table 8 shows mean score of academicians (x̄ = 3.7), Regional Directors
(x̄ = 4.04), tutors (x̄ = 3.88) and students(x̄ = 3.70). As all mean scores
are greater than 3.0, therefore, it is evident that respondents are of the
view that there are contextual barriers in learning process of distance
learners.
Table 9
Collaborative Barriers in the learning process of Distance Learners
Respondants
Mean
S. D

Academicians
3.65
0.18

Regional Directors
3.98
0.236

Tutors
3.70
0.095

Students
3.74
0.162

Table 9 shows mean score of academicians (x̄ = 3.65), Regional
Directors (x̄ = 3.98), tutors (x̄ = 3.70) and students(x̄ = 3.74). As all mean
scores are greater than 3.0, therefore, it is eveident that respondents are
of the view that there are Collaborative Barriers in learing process of
distance learners.

A Study of Communication
unication Barriers in Open ….

255

Table 10
Effects of communication barriers on the learning process of Distance
Learners
Respondants
Mean
S. D

Academicians
3.56
0.278

Regional Directors
4.15
0.208

Tutors
3.97
0.217

Students
3.84
0.154

Table 10 shows mean score of academicians (x̄ = 3.56), Regional
Directors (x̄ = 4..15), tutors (x̄ = 3.97) and students(x̄ = 3.84). As all mean
scores are greater than 3.0, therefore, it is eveident that respondents are
of the view that communication barriers
barriers affect learing process of
distance learners .

Dıscussıon
Data analysis revealed that distance learners face challenges in
communication. These challenges are due to the social barriers ,the
cultural barriers,the temporal barriers, the technical barriers,the
barriers,the
psychological barriers,the contextual barriers and the collaboration
barriers in distance education. Moreover ,communication barriers affect
learing process of distance learners. These results are in line with the
following previous researchs:
Henke and Rusum (2000) in their study recommended that
physical separation can create a sense of isolation in many students that’s
why they identified electronic mail, websites forums, chat rooms and
internet conferencing to decrease the isolation feeling. While this study
also recommends that interaction through tutorial and social media as
this can reduce isolation of the students.Shen (2004) in his study pointed
out that for most people communication is difficult with strangers and
tutors and this study also supports this findings.
Zacharia (2008) in his study found that poor coordination and
communication between administrators and students are one of the
causes of drop out in distance education while study also supports
Zacharia work by recommending that immediate and timely feedback
from tutors to the students can reduce the drop out.Pajo (2001) in his
study pointed out that incompetency to use the web-based
web based are associated
with the technology which may hinders the student from transferring
his/her intentions
tentions into behavior while this study recommends that
accessibility of internet and skills with new technological devices as well
as social media networking enhance the teaching learning process.
O’Hanlon (2001) recommends in his study that lack of tech
technical
nical support
create barriers in distance learning while the technical support is also
recommended by this study.
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Belchair and Cucek (2001) in their study pointed out that lack of
communication with other students and the instructor is the first biggest
obstacle and lack of time is second biggest obstacle of distance education
while this study supplements Belchair and Cucek by suggesting
immediate and timely interaction between students and tutors.Kamal and
Sultana (2000) in their study pointed out that limited use of media
obstructs the effective communication in distance learning, while this
study also highlight the importance of media in distance education.
Sali (2008) in his study pointed out that lack of social interaction
is a barrier which de-motivates the students learning in distance
education. While this study carried out by researcher also supports the
value of social interaction. Koh and Hill (2009) in his study pointed out
that lack of online group work obstructs the effective communication in
distance learning while this study supports the importance of online
group work for learner’s success.
Pillai (2011) in his study pointed out that language barriers and
lack of subject knowledge hinders the effective communication in
distance learning while this study also highlight the importance of
language and subject knowledge.
Basedon the findings and conclusions, following
recommendations are being made:
1. It is recommended to provide better communication facilitates to the
distance learner through digital support by student support services.
2. It is recommended to provide timely feedback to the distance
learners which enhance the teaching learning process.
3. It is also recommended to facilitate monitoring process of postal
services by Pakistan post office.
4. Accessibility of internet and skills to use new technological devices
facilitates
the distance learner by social media networking.
Therefore ,provision of internet facility and training to use
technological devices may be arranged to overcome these barriers.
5. Provision of more group interaction through tutorialmay enhance the
distance learner performance.
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