Ho Chi Minh City Open University Journal of Science- No. 3(1) 2013 3

DETERMINANTS OF STUDENTS’ SATISFACTION WITH
DISTANCE EDUCATION PROGRAMS AT HO CHI MINH CITY
OPEN UNIVERSITY

Nguyen Van Phuc, Rector of HCMC Open Univeristy,
Email: nvphuc@yahoo.com

Nguyen Minh Duc, Vice Director, the Center for Development Studies
(HCMC Open University), Email: nguyenminhducts@gmail.com

ABSTRACT

This study was implemented to identify factors affecting students’satisfaction with
the distance learning programs offered by Ho Chi Minh City Open University. A system of
econometric equations was simultaneously regressed by SUR procedure in SAS program
with dependent variables representing three components of students’ satisfaction with
instructors, their satisfaction with curriculums and their satisfaction with program
administration. Data for the regression were collected from a survey in two years 2009
and 2010 with structured questionnaires responded by 361 students following distance
learning programs in five majors: Business Administration, Economics, Finance,
Sociology and Construction. The regression results confirmed that there existed positive
interrelationship among students’ satisfaction with the three components. A diagram
was constructed to exhibit magnitude of the interrelationship as well as determinants of
students ’satisfaction with each component. Besides the interrelationship, the satisfaction
for instructors was significantly determined by other factors such as age, marital status,
communication (directly or indirectly) with instructors. Whilst, other factors affecting
students’ satisfaction with distance learning curriculums include the frequency of
students’ Internet use and their income.
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INTRODUCTION

Characterized by no direct face-
to-face contact between students and
instructors in class meetings, Distance
Education benefits students through the
well planned curriculum and appropriate
guidance from teachers (Holmberg,
1996). In Vietnam, distance learning is
considered non-formal education since the
interaction between teachers and learners
is not regular (Thiep, 2009). Along with
in-service training, distance education has

advantages toward learners such as lower
cost, flexible studying time, no entry exam
requirement, and recognized degree. Under
rapid development of Internet applications
in Vietnam, the distance education has
involved more and more students enrolling
into its programs. The country recently
has more than 15 institutions offering
distance learning programs, enrolling
more than 198,000 students in various
majors: information technology, English,
business  administration,  economics,
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constructions,... Along with Hanoi Open
University, Ho Chi Minh City Open
University (HCMCOU) is one of two
first universities in Vietnam offering
distance education programs to create
more learning opportunities for learners
who desire to follow higher education
but do not have enough time and capacity
to enroll into full-time programs. Since
1993, the university has expanded to nine
training programs with 12 majors. After
almost twenty years of the development,
it is necessary to assess quality of training
programs of distance education. The first
and most important factor to measure the
quality is satisfaction of learners with
their learning programs. Not only relating
to success after graduation (Chen and
Hughes, 2004), learners’ satisfaction may
be used to describe education effectiveness
and support the improvement process
of education quality (Scott et al., 2008).
Phuc and Hong (2011) also measure
students’ satisfaction with the distance
learning programs offered by Ho Chi
Minh City Open University through with
three components of their satisfaction.
The components are satisfaction with
curriculums  (including  curriculum
content, learning materials, curriculum
structures, course content), satisfaction
with instructors (qualification, dedication,
enthusiasm, communication skills,
teaching methods) and satisfaction with
program administration (administrative
protocols, responsibility and enthusiasm
of university staff, responsibility and
enthusiasm of satellite training centers’
staff, seriously examination, exam score
release). However, the above study was
yet to identify factors affect students’
satisfaction with the program. This study
was implemented not only to identify
factors affect students’ satisfaction
with the program but also to explore
interrelationship ~ between  students’
satisfaction with the three components.

Research methodology

According to Chen and Hughes
(2004), various researches on students’
satisfaction during last decades has
employed many statistical methods to
examine relationship between students’
experience in studying time and their
satisfaction with components of training
programs and supporting services. The
methods include descriptive statistics,
linear regression and multi-level analysis
(e.g. Umbach and Porter, 2001), ordinal
logistic regression (e.g. Chen and Hughes,
2004), exploratory and confirmatory factor
analysis (e.g. Fredericksen et al., 2006,
Duy, 2007).

Factors affecting students’
satisfaction have been also identified in
previous research. Those are instructors’
quality (Fredericksen et al., 2006, Powell,
2007), teaching effectiveness (Johnson
et al., 1999), communication between

instructors and learners, instructors’
advising capacity, and course number
(Arbaugh, 2001), course content

(Zarghami and Hausafus, 2002), learning
environment, learning material supply
(Northrup, 2002). Learning community,
team working and technological capacity
of students are also found relating to their
satisfaction (Johnson et al., 2000). Ortiz-
Rodriques, et. al (2005) found that student
satisfaction with online courses was linked
to communication and timely feedback,
good course design with rich media for
course materials, administrative issues
including good software, and support
service. Wyatt (2005) determined that
over half (54%) of students surveyed felt
that good interactions between students
and with the instructor were important
factors for student satisfaction. According
to Hermans et al. (2009) using Internet and
its applications such as email, chat room,
instant messaging, and discussion forums
provides more opportunities for interaction
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between instructors and students, leading
to more satisfaction of students who had
followed an online course.. Evans (2009)
found the following factors related to
student satisfaction: faculty involvement,
curriculum, and student engagement. For
the distance learning programs offered
by Ho Chi Minh City Open University, a
previous study by Phuc and Hong (2011)
measured students’ satisfaction with three
components of the program. Those are
curriculums (including curriculum content,
learning materials, curriculum structures,
course content), instructors (qualification,
dedication, enthusiasm, communication
skills, teaching methods) and program
administration (administrative protocols,
responsibility and enthusiasm of university
staff, responsibility and enthusiasm of
satellite training centers’ staff, seriousness
in examination, exam score release). In
a study of students’ satisfaction with an
online course, Hermans et al. (2009) also
found interrelationship between students’
satisfaction with instructors, satisfaction
with school services and their satisfaction
with the course. From the theorical
findings from above authors, especially
from the recent study of Phuc and Hong
(2011), an empirical framework (Figure
1) was designed for multiple regressions
to identify factors factors affect students’

satisfaction with the program as well
as interrelationship between students’
satisfaction with the three components of
the program.

In this study, besides descriptive
statistics analysis, a system of econometric
equations was simultaneously regressed
by Seemingly Unrelated Regression
(SUR) procedure with support from SAS
programming to identify interrelationship
between students’ satisfaction with three
components of distance learning program
and explore some factors affecting the
satisfaction with each component. SUR
(seemingly unrelated regression) is a
linear regression method for a system of
equations which gives separate estimation
results. SUR can correct interrelationship
between dependent and exogenous
variables and correct interrelationship
between explanatory variables and errors
in each regressing equation. Dependent
variables are students’ satisfaction
with instructors, their satisfaction with
curriculum and lectures’ contents and their
satisfaction with program administration.
The satisfaction was measured by the
5-point Likert scale. Explanatory variables
in estimated equations are students’
characteristics and efforts as exhibited in
Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Empirical framework for regression analysis
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Data were collected from a survey in
two years 2009-2010 with 500 structured
questionnaires sent randomly to students’
houses and reminded/explained by
telephone. Respondents in this study are
students enrolling to distance learning
program of the university into five majors:
Business Administration, Economics and
Laws, Finance-Banking-Accounting,
Sociology and Construction. Out of
the 500 questionnaires sent out, 361
answered questionnaires had returned to
investigators.
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among 361 respondents, 33.53% majored
in Business Management, 21.97% in
Construction  Engineering, 20.52%
in Economics and Laws, 16.47% in
Finance-Banking-Accounting and 7.51%
in Sociology. Except 15 respondents
unemployed, number of learners working
in private business sector (49.25%) is
more than that in state sector (46.27%) and
most of them working in fixed working
time (80%). Occupation of the learners is
diverse, varying from workers, officials
(cover more than 80% of respondents)
to businessmen or even undergraduate
students of other universities. 15.41%
respondents hold management positions
in their working institutions/corporates.
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Monthly income of distance education
learners is mostly in the range of 1.5 — 4.0
million dongs (75 - 200USD), with the
percentage of high income (> 8 million
dong) is only 4% of respondents. This
low average income may be explained by
rather young age of the learners with 62%
younger than 30 years old and 22% in 30-
40 ages while 51% respondents are single.

Students’ Satisfactions with Three
Components of Distance Education
Program at HCMC Open University

’

Interrelationship  of  students
satisfaction with three components

To explore an interrelationship
between students’ satisfaction with
three components of distance learning
program at HCMC Open University, an
equation system is estimated by SUR
regression in which dependent variables
are the satisfaction with each component:
curriculum, instructors and administrative
services. Values of dependent variables

are average scores of internal items in
each component. The regression shows
that level of students’ satisfaction with
one component would give positive
and significant effect (P<0.01) on the
satisfaction with other components (Figure
2). Students who are satisfied with their
instructors would be also satisfied with
curriculum and administrative services
of the distance education programs, and
reverse. In Figure 2, the numbers are
coefficients estimated by the equation
system regression. In the interrelation,
effects of students’ satisfaction with
curriculum and with instructors on their
satisfaction with administrative services
(0.25 and 0.49, respectively) would be
larger than the reverse ones (0.19 and
0.38, respectively). Whilst, the effect of
students’ satisfaction with curriculum
on the satisfaction with instructors is
significant (P<0.05) and estimated to be
equal to the reverse effect (0.39).

Figure 2. Interrelationship between students’ satisfaction with three
components and their determinants
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Students’satisfaction with instructors

Distance learning allows students to
be more active in time and space of their
studying but it also requires instructors to
get more appropriate skill and methods of
their teaching for this kind of education
in comparison of those of regular and
fulltime education. In distance education,
because face-to-face interaction between
instructors and students is limited,
instructors have to play the role of

supporters, guiders to help students in
their progress of knowledge achievement.
Students’ satisfaction with instructors
was measured by 5-point Likert scale
with 5 internal items (scored variables)
of instructors’ enthusiasm, knowledge,
teaching skills, seriously instruction and
teaching methods perceived by learners
enrolling into distance education programs
offered by HCMC Open University.
Percentage of respondents satisfying with
instructors is described in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Students’ satisfaction with instructors of distance education programs
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Under SUR regression (Figure 2),
the older learners are estimated to be more
satisfied with instructors in comparison
with younger ones (P<0.1). This
observation is due to the fact that the elder
has more experience in social life and more
satisfaction with life (Frank, 2005) so that
they seem to have more satisfaction with
instructors than the younger. However,
this effect is not so large; the elders seems
to be more satisfied by 1% relative to
the youngers. Other various variables
representing learners’ characteristics, such
as working position, occupation, income,

working sector, working time flexibility,
learning material, searching capacity, have
no significant effect on their satisfaction
with instructors of distance education
programs offered by the HCMC Open
University under SUR regression but
learners’ marital status. A single learner is
estimated to satisfy with instructors rather
than a married one by 18% at significant
level of 95%. Married learners seem to
get more troubles in time arrangement for
their own family and for studying so that
they may rely more on instructors.
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Students who spend more time in
the Internet use for their distance learning
are estimated to be less satisfied with
their instructors (P<0.01). This interesting
finding can be explained by an argument
that as students use Internet frequently,
they may improve their self-study capacity
to achieve more knowledge from online
resources, their dependence on instructors
to get knowledge would be lessened,
and they require more qualification from
instructors. However, communication
between instructors and students is very
important to create satisfaction to students
of distance education programs. Usually,
in each course subject, instructors can meet
learners during 2-4 review classes or online
meetings. After the review classes, learners
would self-study to prepare for their final
examination and they often contact with
instructors directly (in class review or via
telephone) or indirectly (via email, chat
room,...). The SUR regression in this
study justified that the communication,
directly or indirectly, would create more
satisfaction with instructors (P<0.01).

Students’satisfaction with curriculum

AccordingtoChenand Hughes (2004)
students’ experience during studying
progress is relating to their satisfaction.
Besides instructors’ qualification and
pedagogical skills, curriculum quality and
course organization along with course
content determine the effectiveness of
a distance program innovation (Brown,

2001). The learners’ satisfaction on
curriculum of the distance education
program offered by HCMC Open
University was measured by the 5-point
Likert scale from “very satisfied” to “very
unsatisfied” and expressed in Figure 4 with
4 internal items of “Curriculum content”,
“Learning  materials”,  “Curriculum
structure” and “Course content”. The
“Curriculum content” implies quantity
and title of courses included in curriculum
while “curriculum structure” mentions
sequence and relative credit numbers of
the courses.

WithSURregression,almostvariables
regarding students’ characteristics did not
affect significantly on their satisfaction
with distance education curriculum offered
by the HCMC Open University. The
higher satisfaction levels were expressed
by students spending more time in Internet
use for their study (P<0.05). However, the
number of years enrolled into distance
learning programs gives a negative effect
on the satisfaction (P<0.1). The longer
following distance learning program,
the less satisfaction students perceive.
The decrease in satisfaction along with
duration involving in distance education
seems to be consistent with the diminishing
law of marginal utility in economics. The
regression also shows that students having
average income (4-8 million dong/month)
express less satisfaction than lower or high
income students (P<0.1).
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Figure 4: Students’ satisfaction with curriculum of distance education program in

HCMC Open University
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Students’ satisfaction with program
administrative services

Besides advantages from
technological innovation and development
(Kane, 2004), students of distance
education programs still face troubles
in their study such as time constraints
(Scott, 2008). They need appropriate
support to assist them to develop
studying skills and achieve success in
their studying progress (Pannekoek,
2008). Internal items used to measure
students’ satisfaction with administration
of distance education programs at HCMC
Open University included administrative
protocols, responsibility and enthusiasm
of administrative staff, based in the head
office of the university or at its satellite
training centers, seriousness in examination
and exam score release (Figure 5).

With the regression results (Figure
2), the students studying in groups with

team working spirit were estimated to be
more satisfied with administrative services
from the HCMC Open University (P<0.1)
relative to the ones studying alone. Team
working allows them to build community
relationship or social networks, and from
that, they achieve updated information
and knowledge easier than the ones
studying alone. This result is consistent
with a previous finding by Sampson et
al. (2010) which identified a positive
effect of relationship in study community
on satisfaction of students joining on-
line classes. Positive effect of Internet
time spending for studying on program
administration was also confirmed by
the regression. The students who use
Internet frequently for their study may
receive more support from administrators
of distance training programs via online
communication, thus they have more
satisfaction with the administrative
support.
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Figure 5. Students’ satisfaction with program administration in distance education
programs at HCMC Open University
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The SUR regression results confirm
that there exists positive interrelationship
between students’ satisfactions with three
components (instructors, curriculum, and
administration) of distance education
programs offered by the HCMC Open
University. Students who are satisfied with
their instructors would also be satisfied with
curriculum and administrative services
of the distance education programs,
and reversely. Frequently using Internet
would improve students’ satisfaction
with curriculum and administrative
services but lessen their satisfaction with
instructors. Besides the interrelationship,
the satisfaction for instructors was
significantly determined by other factors
such as students’ age, marital status,
communication (directly or indirectly)
with instructors. While team working
capacity of students affects positively
on their satisfaction with the program

students’ satisfaction with distance
learning curriculums are the year students
enrolled into their learning program, and
their income.

The above findings imply some
recommendations to the Directorate
Board of the HCMC Open University
and Managers of the Distance Education
Program of HCMC Open University. The
Program should promote more frequent
using Internet (via university forums,
websites, emails, or social networks)
in course delivery and communication
between instructors and learners. Using
Internet also encourages learners to build
their networks and to enhance their team
working capacity; fromthateventually, their
satisfaction with the Program is increasing.
Instructors of distance education programs,
then, have to improve their qualifications
and teaching skills to meet the increasing
requirements from learners.
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