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The purpose of this study was to investigate the societal acceptance of degrees earned wholly online and to define the factors that affect the perceived value of these degrees in two Arab countries;
Egypt and Oman. To achieve this purpose, a societal acceptance of online distance education degrees questionnaire was developed and administered online to a sample of 479 participants from
different business sectors in Egypt and Oman. The responses to the rating scales and open-ended
questions were organized, analyzed, and coded to address pattern of responses. Quantitative data
and open-ended responses showed that the overall perception expressed by respondents was that
online distance education was viewed as inferior to traditional education, and degrees earned online are not similar to ones earned in traditional settings in terms of credibility and quality. The
ANOVA tests were used to analyze the differences among groups of participants and their acceptance of online degrees. Overall, responses indicated that no significant differences existed among
participants. Many aspects of online degrees, such as interaction between students and the instructor, credibility with employers, admission regulations, and quality of learning outcomes have been
criticized from many perspectives.
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response to this development, distance education has become one of the important alternatives for those who could not attend or enrol
in conventional universities. This rapid development in online applications and Internet
access, in particular, has begun to create a new
paradigm of distribution of distance education
programs from all around the world to the
Arab world learners in new, flexible and accessible ways. The interactive nature of the
Internet has attracted distance students in the
Arab world more than any other medium ever, and moved distance education away from
correspondence mode to interactive and networking modes (Sadik, 2003). This strong demand was supported by research that compared educational outcomes of online and
conventional programs. Many studies indicated that online distance education programs
are equal to or better than conventional programs in terms of students’ satisfaction, flexibility and learning outcomes (Bernard et al.,
2004; Machtmes & Asher, 2000; Phipps & Merisotis, 1999).

Historically and culturally, the Arab countries
have many features in common, in particular
from the linguistic and tradition standpoints;
however, it is in many respects highly inconsistent in terms of population, national income, prosperity, stability, infrastructure, literacy rate, and information resources. The estimated overall population of the Arab countries in 2010-2011 was just over 360 million
with over half under 25 years of age. Almost a
quarter of the Arab world live in the most populated country of the region, Egypt. The
number of Internet users in 2011 was estimated to be 86 million users (United Nations,
2011). Although distance education has a short
history in the Arab world, for many, within
the last ten years, the interest in distance education in the Arab world was enhanced dramatically as a result of the changes in society,
culture, economy, employment, and information technology (Al-Harthi, 2005). This interest
resulted in a remarkable increase in the distance education programs and degrees offered
by many traditional and distance education
universities in many Arab countries (Mohamed, 2005).

However, Raj and Al-Alawneh (2010) indicated that there is a common belief in the society that on-campus degrees are better than
off-campus degrees for many reasons, such as
residency in the university, real face-to-face
experience, interaction among students, interactions between students and instructors, in
addition to the accessible resources that could
be in the learners’ hands any time. Therefore,
Arab employers, families and students may
feel reluctant to accept distance education as a
formal alternative to conventional face-to-face
education. Therefore, many students may
enrol in, and often withdraw from, distance
education universities. Al-Harthi (2005) believes that students’ cultural backgrounds and
perceptions toward distance education degrees have a high effect on their willingness
and ability to participate in distance education
programs and their concerns can be traced
back to the issue of acceptability of online degree as an employment credential. Research
by Carnevale (2002) and Sikora (2003) has
raised the question of whether the society regards online distance education degrees as
valuable as degrees earned in a conventional
way. Sikora indicated that those who hold online degrees are not judged as having qualifications that are equal to those of graduates
who earn their degrees in a face-to-face program
when
seeking
employment.

Many efforts have been made in Egypt, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia and Lebanon to provide
off-campus programs by traditional universities providing conventional and distance education simultaneously. Many universities have
established open education units (e.g., the
Open Learning Center at Cairo University in
Egypt), awarding bachelor and master degrees
through distance education mode in a variety
of disciplines. However, with the increased
public interest in distance education, new distance education universities have been established to deliver fully distance education programs using different types of media and
technologies (e.g., printed materials, video
tapes, and interactive multimedia CDs).
The unique example in this regard is the Arab
Open University (AOU), which was established in 1999, in cooperation with the British
Open University (OU), with the main campus
in Kuwait and 6 branches in Saudi Arabia,
Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Bahrain, and Oman.
Making use of modern information and communication technologies, AOU aimed to make
higher education and continuing education
accessible to every willing and capable Arab
citizen (Arab Gulf Program For United Nations Development Organizations, 1999). In
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The concept of acceptability has been studied
in very few online learning and distance education research studies. In those studies, respondents were asked to choose between candidates whose qualifications differed only in
terms of learning mode , that is, whether they
earned their credits online or in a traditional
residential program. DeFleur and Adams
(2004), for example, indicated that despite the
rapid growth in online education, some educators and employers cast doubt on the quality
of online courses and whether the learning
experience and outcomes that take place over
the Internet are equal to those occurring in
traditional academic settings. Adams and DeFleur (2010), Adams and DeFleur (2006), and
DeFleur and Adams (2004) found that there
are some problems associated with the acceptability of online degrees when students apply
to traditional postgraduate programs or faculty position in a traditional university. Adams,
DeFleur and Heald (2007) also found that degrees earned online are “by no means as acceptable as traditional degrees, and that they
can be regarded as suspect when used as a
credential in a hiring situation” (p.43). They
suggested that students should select their
online universities with great care to increase
their chances of being hired. In addition, Carnevale (2005, 2007) reviewed many empirical
studies in the perceptions of employers toward online degrees and found that potential
employers gave many reasons for not accepting online degree credentials. These reasons
are: lack of rigor, lack of face-to-face interactions, academic dishonesty, reputation of the
degree-granting institution, and appropriate
level and type of accreditation.

2013

this learning modality has been relatively constant since first measured in 2002. In the Arab
world, in particular, many students, job seekers, online universities, and distance education
providers are unaware of the implications of
earning online degrees and the lack of acceptance of online degrees within the society and
as a credential for obtaining professional employment. At the same time, distance education institutions and instructional designers in
the Arab world do not have adequate research-based information about the perceived
value of online degrees in the Arab society,
negative aspects of online learning, and factors
that affect the societal acceptance of online
programs and degrees.
Purpose
The main purpose of this study was to investigate the societal acceptance of degrees earned
wholly online and defining the factors that
positively or negatively affect the perceived
value of these degrees in two Arab countries;
Egypt and Oman. However, the study aimed
to address the issue of acceptability of online
degrees, not the merits of online distance education. This included defining factors and concerns which are crucial to the design and standards of online distance educational programs. By identifying these concerns and their
importance, online distance education providers may be able to make use of this information in ways that can alleviate those objections
and improve the acceptability of degrees
earned online. An online distance education
program is defined as the program in which
students can obtain a degree totally online
without the need to attend face-to-face classrooms.

Problem

Research questions

Despite extensive studies in online distance
education, a few studies have been conducted
to assess the acceptability of online distance
education degrees by the society. While universities believe that the degrees they offer
online are equal to traditional degrees, there
appears to be a gap between the publics’ perception of the online courses and the universities’ belief in their online degrees. Oler (2006)
indicated that the general attitude of the public in relation to online degrees is believed to
be dismissive. In their seventh annual report
on the state of online learning in U.S. higher
education Allen and Seaman (2010) reported
that while the number of online programs and
courses continue to grow, the acceptance of

The questions in the current research are intended to uncover information about the acceptability of university degrees earned online
as equivalent to degrees earned in residential
programs. Therefore, two research questions
were raised for the purpose of this study.
1. How acceptable are online distance education degrees by the Arab society?
2. What are the factors affecting the acceptability of online distance education degrees that need to be considered by distance education institutions and developers?
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Significance of the study

the acceptability of online degrees by the society. The review revealed many aspects, issues, and concerns that summarized why the
public did not find online degrees as acceptable as traditional ones. These aspects are accessibility to learning resources, quality of
content, use of appropriate communication
technology, teaching and learning processes,
learning experience, human interaction, evaluation techniques, academic integrity, rigor,
and mentoring (DeFleur & Adams, 2004; Carnevale, 2005; Adams & Defleur, 2006; Carnevale, 2007; Guendoo, 2007; Adams, Defleur &
Heald, 2007; Adams & DeFleur, 2010). For the
purpose of this study, these aspects were refined into two distinct domains that were most
commonly mentioned as affecting the acceptability of online degrees; credibility and quality.
The survey items were constructed based on
the literature review and existing validated
instruments related to these domains.

The lack of literature on the topic, particularly
in the Arab world, helps justify the significance of this study. This study contributes to
the field of knowledge by helping online institutions benefit from understanding how societal acceptance affects students’ employment
opportunities and online institutions. By discovering the concerns raised by decision makers, stakeholders, employers, parents, and
students, online course developers may be
able to apply this information in ways that can
alleviate those concerns. If that can be done, it
may enhance the public perceived quality of
online degrees earned by graduates to that of
their traditional counterparts (Raj & AlAlawneh, 2010). Therefore, this study was carried out to provide insight into “what counts”
and to understand which instructional and
organizational features affect the societal acceptance of online degrees in order to guide
the future development of online distance
education programs and help changing policies that lead to improvement of online teaching and learning conditions.

The first domain, credibility, refers to the extent to which online distance education degrees are credible or trustworthy in comparison with those earned in traditional ways.
Credibility is the key to acceptability of online
degrees. A key element of credibility involves
transparency, trustworthiness, and moral predictability (Budzowski, 2012). The areas of
concern surrounding credibility of online degrees include rigor, mentoring, reputation of
the university, accountability, assessment
standards, and the challenges to the culture
and traditions (Guendoo, 2007). Research indicated that reputation, for example, has a significant impact on the public’s approval of a
university degree (DeFleur & Adams, 2004;
Carnevale, 2005; Adams & Defleur, 2006). Examples of statements that describe and measure the perceived credibility are “it is easy to
apply for admission to an online program in
my country compared to conventional education programs” and “It is too easy to cheat in
an online program”.

METHOD
Instrument and sampling
As indicated above, the purpose of this study
was to clarify the concerns that the Arab society has voiced with regard to online distance
education degrees. By discovering these aspects of concern, online universities may be
able to alleviate those objections and improve
the quality of online programs. To answer the
research questions, a societal acceptance of
online distance education degrees questionnaire was developed in several phases using
both quantitative and qualitative methods.
This multi-level approach was based on approaches suggested by Harrison et al., (1991)
and Hogarty, Lang and Kromrey (2003) for
developing similar instruments. The instrument development process occurred in four
stages: delineation of relevant domains for the
constructs of interest, survey assembly and
pilot testing, large-scale field-testing, and validation of instrument scores using factor analytic and correlation methods.

The second domain, quality, refers to the characteristics and standards of the distance education program a university offers. Quality of
educational programs, in general, is usually
associated with efficiency and effectiveness of
the program. One way that distance educators
have used to improve efficiency and effectiveness of online distance education programs is
to establish and follow standards. Quality assurance is the set of activities that a university

The first step of instrument development involved a review of the distance education literature, including similar instruments, on various aspects of online distance education to
conceptualize the domains that directly affect
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undertakes to ensure that standards are specified and reached consistently (Novak, 2002).
The areas of concern surrounding quality of
online degrees include the quality of content,
quality of resources, qualifications of faculty,
learners support, accreditation, nature learning experience, and the loss of face-to-face interaction (DeFleur & Adams, 2004; Adams &
Defleur, 2006; Adams & DeFleur, 2010). Examples of statements that used to measure
perceived credibility are “the value of interaction in online programs can never be equated
with that of face-to-face interaction in conventional settings” and “online programs can
achieve the same outcomes as conventional
ones if the courses are well-designed”.

2013

ic integrity, rigor, and mentoring. Four openended questions regarding the credibility and
quality of online degrees were added at the
end of the questionnaire. Examples of openended questions are “ In your opinion, what is
sacrificed when a course takes place online
rather than in an on-campus classroom?” and
“You have to make a choice between two graduates for a full-time position at your school,
university, hospital, company, etc. Both are
equal in all respects, except that the first graduate holds an online degree while the second
graduate holds a conventional degree in the
same discipline. Which graduate will you select? Why”.
The resulting dimensions and items were pilot
tested with a sample of twenty-five participants from different educational and business
backgrounds (faculty members, university
students, teachers, medical doctors, school
principals, training specialist, and business
professionals) to assess the importance, clarity
and wording of items. The items of the questionnaire were translated into Arabic by a language specialist and then back translated into
English, by a different translator, to confirm
the accuracy of the translation. Data based on
the participants’ responses and feedback aided
revision of instrument content. The revised
dimensions were assembled into one survey
and included introduction about the study,
purpose of survey, survey confidentiality
statement, basic terms and definitions section,
and demographic information (gender, age
group, level of education, type of degree received, and job title).

The purpose of the second phase was to develop from the information in phase one a
two-dimensional rating scale that could be
used to assess the societal acceptance of online
distance education and assess the content validity of its dimensions and their items as derived in phase one. Based on the conceptual
definitions of the dimensions of assessment,
each domain was examined for comprehensiveness and items were added or deleted to
ensure appropriate and logical coverage. A
panel, including distance education practitioners and educational technologists, of eight
experts with adequate experience, was enlisted to review and reflect on these dimensions and items. Panel members were tasked
with suggesting the addition or deletion of
items and commenting on each item’s importance within each domain based on their understanding of the conceptual definition of
each domain.

The purpose of the third phase was to field
test the questionnaire with a sample of the
Arab society in Egypt and Oman. The questionnaire incorporating the checklist, rating
scales, and open-ended questions generated
from data in the second phase, included two
versions one in Arabic and the other in English, was created and published online using
Google Docs Forms. Compared to traditional
survey methods, online surveys are more efficient and cost effective, and provide automated data collection and instant responses
(Verma and Jin, 2005). Couper (2000) suggested two approaches of online surveys;
probability-based
sampling
and
nonprobability-based (convenience) sampling.
Non-probability samples refer to samples
where the sampling frame is not well-defined
and there is no known probability of selection.

The revised items were used to develop the
rating scale of two sub-scales. Responses to
credibility items were distributed over two
five-point Likert scales. The first scale ranged
from “Not at all concerned” to “Extremely
concerned”. The second scale ranged from
“Strongly agree” to “Strongly disagree”. The
second domain, quality, also was distributed
over the two five-point Likert scales mentioned above. Many items in each sub-scale
were alternately presented or negatively
worded to prevent clustering effects and also
to prevent respondents from giving sets of
positive or negative responses. In addition, a
list of statements with checkboxes were added
to allow participants indicate which aspects of
online education they are most concerned
about, such as evaluation techniques, academ-
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Since contacting respondents via traditional
media (e.g., phone, post mail, etc.) introduces
other complications and costs, invitations always made via e-mail, and, because e-mail
lists of general populations are simply not
available, probability-based sampling approach (e.g., list-based or non-list-based sampling frame) is not applicable to large homogeneous groups for which a sampling frame
with e-mail addresses cannot be assembled.
For non-probability-based methods (e.g., harvested e-mail lists), either a convenience sample is drawn, from which the probabilities that
various members of the population being included in the sample cannot be determined, or
the survey is distributed or advertised in some
manner and it is left up to those exposed to the
survey to choose to participate.

Response rates were monitored over a threeweek period. After two follow-up email messages, responses were received from 732 respondents from manufacturing, health care,
education, financial services, government administration, information technology, and other sectors agreed to participate and respond to
the questionnaire (a 61% response rate). Care
was taken to identify differences between respondents to the survey and the general population of the society. Comparisons of gender,
age group, education, and sector revealed no
significant differences between respondents
and non-respondents, suggesting that nonresponse bias was not a concern for this study.
In the last phase, the psychometric characteristics of the instrument were investigated
through the use of exploratory factor analyses
and Cronbach’s alpha. Since the instrument
was divided into logically and practically two
sub-scales, common factor analysis was applied within the scale to verify whether the
scale only measured one dimension. Factors
were extracted based on the proportion of variance explained by each factor. To perform
exploratory factor analysis, only 30 percent
(220) of the sample were provided with a link
to the questionnaire website and asked to respond to the questionnaire items. After listwise deletion of missing data, responses were
available for 2 respondents. Principle component analysis with varimax rotation on the 39
items identified two interpretable factors:
“credibility” and “quality”. Items loaded
greater than ± 0.40 were retained on the relevant factor and items loaded less than ± 0.40
were omitted. Thus item analysis reduced the
original 39 items to 33 items with two independent constructs. The results show that factor loadings range between 0.42 and 0.78 on
the “credibility sub-scale. This factor was defined by 14 items that represented credibility,
authenticity, legitimacy, accessibility, cheating,
and so on. Factor loadings range between 0.45
and 0.86 in the ‘quality’ domain. This factor
was defined by 19 items concerning quality of
content, interaction, qualifications of faculty,
and so on.

However, since drawing an appropriate sample that would be able to answer questions
related to the credibility and quality of online
distance education is critical, the most common example of non-probability based methods, called “harvested e-mail lists”, was employed. Harvested e-mail lists are collected by
some means from the web, either automatically or manually for e-mail addresses that are
posted on websites. Samples derived from
harvested e-mail lists are non-probability
samples because they are based on a convenience sample of e-mail addresses which are
often an aggregation of data collected from
websites of organizations (e.g., universities,
government organizations, large corporations,
etc.), public mailing lists, or social networks.
However, Fricker (2008) proposes that these
types of non-probability samples can be useful
and appropriate for collecting data from the
public. In addition, since there is no systematic
way to sample the general population using
the internet and there is no national list of email addresses from which people could be
sampled, as there is for phone numbers that
would allow random sampling, harvested email lists method was employed in this study.
The researcher collected more than 1200 email
addresses from websites of universities,
schools, government organizations, companies, and large corporations in Egypt and
Oman. A message was sent to each individual
asking for permission to send more information about the survey and the survey link. Participation was voluntary and the confidentiality of individual responses was guaranteed.
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Table 1
Retained Items, Rotated Factor Loading and Eigenvalues for the Two Factors
Item retained
Credibility
Quality
Part 1: Acceptability of online degrees
Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree
Credibility
1.
Online distance education can solve a lot of our educational problems
.530
in the Arab world.
2.
Online distance education increases access to education and training in
.672
the Arab world.
3.
It is easy to apply for admission to an online program in Arab country,
.422
compared to conventional education programs in the same region.
4.
Online degrees in the Arab world are more revenue-driven than intel.612
lectually driven.
5.
Online courses are not rigorous enough to ensure mastery of a subject
.727*
.568
area.
6.
I have no issues with an online program once it comes from an institu.692
tion with a reputable conventional program.
7.
It is way too easy to cheat in an online program.
.562
8.
With or without a face-to-face component, online programs are not le.568*
.443
gitimate.
9.
I would normally prefer to hire a graduate with a conventional degree
.632
over one with an online degree for a position in my company.
10. Many aspects of education are sacrificed in online programs compared
.712
to conventional way.
Quality
11. Online education in the Arab world is lower in quality than traditional,
.455
face-to-face education.
12. Online programs can achieve the same outcomes as conventional ones
.675
if the courses are well-designed.
13. Online programs fail to establish a sense of academic community.
.726
14. The value of interaction in online programs can never be equaled with
.578
value of face-to-face interaction in conventional settings.
15. Unlike conventional programs, the time spent in the laboratory learn.859
ing new techniques in certain courses are significantly curtailed with
online delivery.
16. Accredited online programs are able to meet all the standards of the
.459
conventional programs.
17. An online graduate is less prepared for working (as a teacher, doctor,
.775
engineer, etc.) than a conventional graduate.
18. Online programs do not develop the verbal and communication skills
.813
of the candidates as conventional programs.
19. Low quality of instruction is a major weakness of online programs in
.591
the Arab world.
20. Online programs increase the quality of teaching and learning if they
.769
integrate all forms of media and technology.
21. Overall, online programs in the Arab world are not effective for stu.689
dent learning.
Part 2: Factors affecting the acceptability of online distance education degrees
Not at all concerned, Slightly concerned, Somewhat concerned, Moderately concerned, Extremely concerned
Credibility
1.
Credibility with employers
.733
2.
Preparation for working in conventional settings
.745
3.
Authenticity of students’ work
.783
4.
Admission regulations
.531*
.422
Quality
5.
Qualifications of instructors
.521
6.
Instructor support
.925
7.
Interaction between students and the instructor
.928
8.
Interaction among students themselves
.897
9.
Academic collaboration among learners
.465
.531*
10. Motivation of students to learn
.925
11. Quality of course content and materials
.928
12. Quality of learning outcomes
.897
Eigenvalue
% of Variance
Total varience explained = 56.41%
Overall  for the sub-scale = 0.86

6.22
31.77
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4.75
25.13
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Corrected item
total correlation

.42
.76
.81
.77
.79
.73
.77
.74
.67
.73

.78
.74
.71
.69
.79

.77
.82
.78
.71
.73
.70

.80
.81
.76
.80
.81
.76
.80
.81
.80
.81
.76
.76
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* These items have not been included as items
in their components and were retained on the
other factor since they load highest on other
factor.

have a master’s or/and doctoral degree. Nearly all participants (98%) received their degree
via conventional education. They are distributes as follows: from education institutions
(23%), government and public administration
(11%), public or private associations (11%),
professional sector (9%), and information
technology (6%). Lastly, 66 percent of participants indicated that they were not aware if
their organizations hired applicants with online degree or not. Only 4 percent of participants confirmed that their or organization or
work place had employed candidates with
online degrees. The results are organized to
address the research questions

This behavior of individual items in relation
to others within the same sub-scale provides
good evidence of content validity, since the
highest factor loadings are central to the domains assessed by these sub-scales (Francis,
Katz and Jones, 2000). A Cronbach’s coefficient  was calculated for the two sub-scales
(0.79 and 0.81 respectively) and the entire
scale (0.87). The item rest of scale correlation
coefficients range between 0.42 and 0.81 on
credibility sub-scale, and between 0.69 and
0.82 on quality sub-scale. It is generally
agreed that these values of correlations are
useful and statistically significant beyond the
one- percent level, suggesting that the internal reliability index of the two constructs and
the entire scale were adequate. The results of
inter-correlations show that, overall, each
sub-scale (credibility and quality) correlates
significantly with the other sub-scale and the
entire scale. According to Harrison et al.
(1991), this result provides further evidence
for the consistency of the entire questionnaire
and for the convergent validity of each subscale. Therefore, it can be concluded that the
two sub-scales measure the acceptability of
online degrees in a coherent way. The revised
questionnaire was re-administrated to the
remaining 70 percent (512) of the sample.
After two follow-ups of non-respondents by
email, responses were received from 479 participants from Egypt and Oman.

Question1: How acceptable are online distance education degrees by the society?
Although there is no doubt that online distance education programs offer are convenient
to thousands of Omani and Egyptian students
and job seekers who are unable to attend conventional classrooms to continue their studies,
the findings suggest strongly that, overall degrees earned via online distance education
programs are by no means as acceptable as
traditional degrees, and that a degree earned
online is in many ways not similar to those
earned in traditional education settings
(79.39%). In terms of credibility of online degrees, although the majority of respondents
strongly agreed or agreed that online distance
education can solve a lot of our educational
problems (62.50%) and increase access to education and training in the Arab world
(71.25%), the majority of respondents also
strongly agreed or agreed that in the case of
online programs, it is much easier to apply for
admission (83.13%), cheat (62.50%), and scarify many aspects of residential education
(90.24%). Moreover, online programs are more
revenue-driven than intellectually driven
(93.75%), not rigorous enough to ensure mastery of a subject area (83.75%), and not legitimate as traditional degrees (81.25%). Only
64.38% of respondents indicated that they
have no problem with an online program once
it comes from an institution with a reputable
conventional program. Lastly, when respondents were asked about hiring online graduates, 91.13 percent strongly agreed or
agreed that they prefer to hire a graduate with
a conventional degree over one with an online
degree in a position in their organization, university school, or company.

RESULTS
Demographic profile
Of the 479 participants in this study, 34 percent were Omani and 66 percent were Egyptians. This disparity in the level of participation was due to large population of Egypt (82
million) compared to Oman (2.7 million).
Around 79.5 percent were male and 20.5 percent were female. However, this steep disproportion between male and female respondents
does not reflect disproportion between male
and female in the Arab society. In terms of
age, the majority of participants (75%) were
between the ages of 22 and 54 years. Only 13
percent were under age 21. More than 58 percent of those who responded to the questionnaire have a bachelor degree, and 24 percent
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Table 2
Demographic Profile of Respondents
Demographic information
Gender
Male
79.5%
Female
20.5%
Age group
21 and Under
13%
22 to 34
20%
35 to 44
31%
45 to 54
24%
55 to 64
12%
65 and Over
0%
Education
Enrolled university student
Bachelor
ter
9%
Other

10.5%
58.5%
Doctorate
7%

Source of degree received
Face-to-face
98%
Online
2%
Organization/business sector
Manufacturing
3%
Health care, social assistance
6%
fessional
9%
7%
Financial Services
Government/public administration
Construction, mining, oil and gas
High-Tech
Arts, entertainment, recreation
Telecommunications
Publishing, broadcasting, and other media
Association
Medical/Pharmaceutical
Other
Employment of online applicant
Yes
No
Do not know

Mas15%

ProScientific
Education
5%
11%
2%
6%
2%
5%
3%
11%
3%
4%

23%

4%
30%
66%

Table 3 shows that respondents generally had low level of acceptance of credibility of online degrees.
Table 3
The Credibility of Online Degrees
Sub-scale
1. Online distance education can solve a lot of our educational problems in the Arab
world.
2. Online distance education increases access to education and training in the Arab
world.
3. It is easy to apply for admission to an online program in Arab country, compared
to conventional education programs in the same region.
4. Online degrees in the Arab world are more revenue-driven than intellectually
driven.
5. Online courses are not rigorous enough to ensure mastery of a subject area.
6. I have no issues with an online program once it comes from an institution with a
reputable conventional program.
7. It is way too easy to cheat in an online program.
8. With or without a face-to-face component, online programs are not legitimate.
9. I would normally prefer to hire a graduate with a conventional degree over one
with an online degree for a position in my company.
10. Many aspects of education are sacrificed in online programs compared to conventional way.
Overall score
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Strongly Agree
& Agree %
62.50

Mean

Std. Dev.

3.63

1.0701

71.25

3.60

1.0160

83.13

4.11

1.1876

93.75

4.40

0.6148

83.75
64.38

4.03
3.01

1.3072
0.9755

62.50
81.25

3.63
4.00

1.0701
1.0160

91.13

4.41

1.1876

90.24

4.63

1.0701

79.39

3.99

1.0457
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Regarding the quality of online programs, respondents (71%) believe that low quality of instruction is a major weakness of online programs in the Arab world. They are confident
that online degrees are lower in quality
(80.25%), and not capable of helping students
to achieve the same outcomes as conventional
ones, even if the courses are well-designed
(64.80%). In terms of the quality of interaction,
the findings revealed that interaction in online
programs can never be equated with the value
of face-to-face interaction in conventional settings. They strongly agreed or agreed that online programs are neither capable of establish
a sense of academic community (73%) nor develop the verbal and communication skills of
the candidates like conventional programs
(91.10%). Overall, the results show that online
programs are believed to be not effective for
student learning in the Arab world, due to the
low quality of teaching and learning standards. The examination of mean differences of
the credibility and quality sub-scales showed
that there is no significant differences between
respondents scores in the two sub-scales.

indicated that there is no significant differences among participants. One-way ANOVA and
Scheffe tests (at .05 level) were used to identify
whether there were significant differences in
the acceptability of online degrees between
respondents from different age groups, with
different education levels, and whether they
were students or employees at different business sectors. The results showed no significant
difference in the acceptance of online degrees
(F=0.08, p=0.99) among respondents from different age groups. In similar manner, no significant differences existed (F=1.11, p=0.35)
among the participants from the different five
education levels (enrolled university student,
bachelor, master’s, doctorate, and other sectors). Lastly, although no significant differences in the overall score were found among respondents from the different major business
sectors, one-way ANOVA and Scheffe tests (at
.05 level) showed that no significant differences existed (F=1.11, p=0.35) between the major
groups business sectors (e.g., manufacturing,
health care, scientific, education, government
and public administration, etc.). However,
through a series of Scheffe test (Post Hoc
tests), it can be concluded that government/public administration sector respondents are more likely willing to accept the
quality of online degrees than respondents
from the medical/pharmaceutical sectors (Table 5).

Results were further broken down by age,
education level, and business sector. Plotting
the results on a graph, it showed that they best
fit a linear relationship. The ANOVA tests
were used to analyze the differences among
some groups of participants and their acceptance of online degrees. Overall, responses

Table 4
The Quality of Online Degrees
Strongly Agree
Sub-scale
& Agree %
11. Online education in the Arab world is lower in quality than tradition80.25
al, face-to-face education.
12. Online programs can achieve the same outcomes as conventional ones
64.80
if the courses are well-designed.
13. Online programs fail to establish a sense of academic community.
73.00
14. The value of interaction in online programs can never be equaled with
67.75
value of face-to-face interaction in conventional settings.
15. Unlike conventional programs, the time spent in the laboratory learn69.80
ing new techniques in certain courses are significantly curtailed with
online delivery.
16. Accredited online programs are able to meet all the standards of the
73.70
conventional programs.
17. An online graduate is less prepared for working (as a teacher, doctor,
74.20
engineer, etc.) than a conventional graduate.
18. Online programs do not develop the verbal and communication skills
91.10
of the candidates as conventional programs.
19. Low quality of instruction is a major weakness of online programs in
67.80
the Arab world.
20. Online programs increase the quality of teaching and learning if they
46.90
integrate all forms of media and technology.
21. Overall, online programs in the Arab world are not effective for stu72.80
dent learning.
Overall score
71.10
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Mean

Std. Dev.

4.24

1.0396

3.53

1.1813

3.73
3.28

1.0757
1.0733

3.86

1.0836

3.93

1.0096

3.76

1.1662

4.74

0.5487

3.83

1.1813

3.32

1.2353

3.56

1.0836

3.79

1.1735
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Table 5
ANOVA Acceptability Results by Major Business Sectors
Major business sectors
Credibility
Quality
Mean
S.D.
Mean
S.D.
(1) Government/public admin3.46
.5019
3.61
.6018
istration
(2) Professional
3.23
.4176
3.29
.5175
(3) Scientific
3.31
.7164
3.39
.6165
(4) Manufacturing
3.14
.5151
3.24
.6150
(5) Education
3.24
.4142
3.14
.5143
(6) Financial Services
3.22
.6675
3.52
.7676
(7) Medical/Pharmaceutical
3.37
.5186
3.57
.5187
(8) High-Tech
3.08
.6114
3.28
.6115
4.51*
7.32
F
Scheffe test
(1)
> (7)
* F is significant at the 0.01 level

Overall Score
Mean
S.D.
3.53
.6017
3.34
3.34
3.19
3.29
3.32
3.41
3.20

Table 6
Concerns About Aspects that Affect the Credibility and Quality Online Degrees
Extremely & moderately
Factors
Mean
concerned %
1. Interaction between students and the instructor
90.02
4.21
2. Credibility with employers
89.12
4.05
3. Interaction among students themselves
89.08
4.07
4. Instructor support
89.07
4.17
5. Qualifications of instructors
89.05
4.31
6. Academic collaboration among learners
87.66
4.21
7. Motivation of students to learn
85.77
4.08
8. Authenticity of students’ work
88.25
4.11
9. Admission regulations
81.03
3.51
10. Quality of course content and materials
77.19
3.82
11. Quality of learning outcomes
77.10
3.42
12. Preparation for working in conventional settings
76.05
3.55
Overall Mean
85.32
3.96

Question 2: What are the factors affecting the
acceptability of online distance education degrees that need to be considered by distance
education institutions and developers?

.5174
.6164
.6151
.5142
.7675
.5186
.6114
3.23

S. D.
0.5150
0.5304
0.5304
0.5304
0.5150
0.5150
0.5304
0.4232
0.4232
0.515
0.4232
0.4232
0.5234

tion. This issue was followed by concerns regarding the credibility of online degrees with
employers (89.12%), interactions among students themselves (89.02%), and online support
by instructors (89.07%). The findings also
showed that respondents were not at all concerned or slightly concerned about many issues in online programs, such as qualifications
of online instructors (89.05%), academic collaboration among online learners (87.66%), and
motivation of students to learn online
(85.77%).

Quantitative findings
To define factors or concerns affecting the credibility and quality of online degrees as perceived by respondents, respondents were
asked to rank 12 issues that may affect the acceptability of online distance education degrees using a five-point Likert scale from “Extremely concerned” to “Not at all concerned”.
The issues were ranked and listed in order by
the mean rank of concern in Table 6. The findings indicated serious concerns regarding
many aspects of online learning degrees
amongst the respondents and showed that the
majority of respondents (90%) were extremely
or moderately concerned about the reality of
interaction between students and the instructor, as a key issue of online distance education
programs. The findings also suggest that the
perception of face-to-face contact with instructors and mentoring should be considered to be
an important key factor to what many of those
who would consider a quality online educa

Qualitative findings
To learn more about the factors affecting the
acceptability of online degrees and to validate
the quantitative findings above, respondents’
opinions were collected using the last section
of four open-ended questions of the questionnaire. The responses to the questions are organized, analyzed, and coded to address the pattern of responses. The first open-ended question evoked responses to make a choice between two candidates for hiring in a full-time
position. Both candidates are equal in all respects, except that the first one holds an online
degree while the second holds a conventional
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degree in the same discipline and to provide a
reason or justification for this choice. The
second question asked respondents to define
the features of traditional education, which
they believe that they were sacrificed when a
course is offered online and affect the quality
of program outputs. The third and fourth
questions concerned the advantages and limitations of receiving a degree via online distance education compared to conventional
degrees. Comments received from 32 respondents (6.7% of the total number of particiCategory

pants). A content analysis of comments was
conducted to identify with the nature of those
choices in context, and to examine comments
for evidence of overriding concerns. To accomplish this analysis, the written comments
were first organized into categories (general
aspects, credibility aspects, quality issues, issues sacrificed, advantages, and limitations)
and analyzed into patterns of feedback, then
translated into English for the purpose of this
article, as shown in Table 7.

Table 7
Analysis of Open-Ended Responses
Pattern (frequency)

1. You have to make a choice between two graduates for a full-time position at your school, university, hospital, company,
etc. Both are equal in all respects, except that the first graduate holds an online degree while the second graduate holds a
conventional degree in the same discipline. Which graduate will you select? Why?
1.1. General aspects
1.1.1.Instructor support (3)
1.1.2.Interaction between students and the instructor (9)
1.1.3.Academic collaboration (4)
1.1.4.Learning experience (5)
1.1.5.Culture issues (2)
1.2. Credibility aspects
1.2.1.Authenticity of students’ work (4)
1.2.2.Admission regulations (7)
1.2.3.The problem of dishonesty (3)
1.3. Quality aspects
1.3. 1.Quality of support (6)
1.3. 2.Quality of Interaction between students and the instructor (5)
1.3. 3.Interaction among students (4)
1.3. 4.Quality of course content (5)
1.3. 5.Quality of resources (6)
1.3. 6.Quality of teaching(7)
2. What do you think is sacrificed when a course takes place online rather than in an on-campus classroom?
2. 1.Direct teaching and learning experience (4)
2. 2.Human interaction (4)
2. 3.Face to face assessment (5)
2. 4.Academic integrity (8)
2. 5.Academic rigor (7)
2. 6.Mentoring (3)
3.7. Student support (5)
3. What advantages do you think online programs have over conventional programs?
3.1. New methods of assessment (1)
3.2. Improving students’ IT skills (4)
3.3. Life-long learning skills (1)
4. What disadvantages do you think online programs have compared to conventional programs?
4.1.Cheating on exams (7)
4.2. Relationships with instructors (6)
4.3. Difficulty getting hired (5)
4.4. Stigma associated with online degrees (4)
4.5. Verifying the identity of online students (6)
4.6. lack of real interaction (5)
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Generally, the responses and comments supported the quantitative findings. Respondents
indicated clearly that traditional degrees are
more acceptable, and that a degree earned online was of limited value for job applicants. In
addition, they commented that, if they were in
a position to hire, they would prefer to hire an
applicant with a traditional degree rather an
applicant with an online degree. They provided general different reasons that supported
their choices. For example, the effectiveness of
online teaching, online support, and academic
collaboration, and issues related to the cultural
acceptance of online degrees. The most frequent pattern of concerns was the quality online interaction between the student and the
instructor, which was highlighted by nine respondents. This pattern surfaced as the most
troubling aspect of online programs. The
comments that addressed concerns on online
interaction were longer, and more passionate.
Such comments mentioned online interaction
and experience as a reason for not accepting
online degrees.

2013

thenticity of students’ assignments and course
work, and the problem of dishonesty are the
most important issues that affect credibility of
online degrees. A respondent indicated that
“Acceptability of an online degree depends on the
reputation of the university conferring the degree. I
cannot accept a degree from any online university
and many of them sell fake degrees nowadays”. In
addition, another respondent reported “I do not
trust the work performed by online students in this
kind of online studies. Fraud and counterfeit are
very easy and even perhaps any one can do the
work on behalf of the student”.
In terms of quality, respondents reported that
quality of online teaching practices, learning
resources, which the students can access, textbooks, and interaction between the students
and the instructor are the major issues affecting acceptability of online degrees. A number
of respondents believe that interaction with
peers and teachers is an integral part of learning and the reality of this interaction affects
the quality of online programs. A respondent
said that “Online students lose the experience of
team working and the ability to learn from each
other. This experience is useful in many work environments and employers prefer graduates who have
them”. In terms of the quality of course content, a respondent wondered whether the
quality of online programs is the same as traditional programs: “The level and quality of
teaching in these universities is unclear and unknown to many of us. Is their level of teaching and
courses the same as that of traditional universities?”

For example, a respondent addressed that “I
know that online degrees are becoming more acceptable today but interaction with professors and
classmates is an essential part of education and that
this experience can only be gained by attending
traditional classes”. Other two respondents
added that “There is no substitute for face-to-face
interaction between the professors and students in
the classrooms. This kind of dialogue and experience is essential for future student success and
online programs do not provide this kind of experience”, and “The academic life requires interaction between students and professors and the Internet cannot compensate this experience”. A third
respondent said that “I can accept an online degree in history, literature, or math but not in fields
such as education, medicine or engineering that
require face-to-face interaction, real experience and
lab attendance”. Lastly, a respondent referred to
the culture and traditions in the Arab world,
which look at attending residential face-to-face
classes as the only way to education. He commented that “One of the factors that affects the
acceptance of online graduates in our Arab society
is the attitude toward online universities. People
respect and fond of students who are enrolled in
traditional universities, and attend lectures”.

Regarding the issues that are sacrificed in an
online program rather than in an on-campus
program, respondents expressed concern over
the academic integrity in online programs,
academic rigor or the standards and expectations of online learners, academic relationships
between the students and the instructor and
among students, and student facilitation. Examples of statements by respondents in response to what is sacrificed: “This type of education has many sacrifices in many sides at the expense of the educational aspects such as criteria of
admission, academic level of students, academic
rigor, and evaluation of student coursework. The
evidence is that most students who are admitted in
these online universities are not accepted in conventional universities or are not able to compete
with others in these universities”. Another respondent believes that the human factor has
been sacrificed in online program. He com-

Acceptability issues were further broken down
by credibility and quality. In terms of credibility, the respondents indicated that regulations
of admission in online learning programs, au-
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mented that “A great deal is sacrificed by studying online. One of the most important factors that
is sacrificed in online distance education programs
is the social relationships, which cannot be compensated or replaced by any interaction via modern
technology”.

2013

ing. While online distance education providers
believe that the quality of online learning is
equal to or even superior to face-to-face instruction (Allen & Seaman, 2010), the findings
of this study indicate that the overall perception expressed by respondents was that online
distance education was viewed as inferior to
traditional education and a degree earned online is not similar to one earned in traditional
settings in terms of credibility and quality. The
acceptability of online degrees has been criticized from many perspectives, one being
whether or not online distance education programs are as effective as traditional face-toface programs. Respondents did not believe
that online distance education offer an equal
value compared with face-to-face education.

Lastly, although respondents believe that online programs provide new methods of assessment, improve students’ computer and
internet skills, and help students to be life-long
learners, they raised many disadvantages of
online degrees, such as cheating on online exams and assignments, limited access to the
instructor, lack of direct communication and
exchange of knowledge with other students,
and lack of hands-on or practical work. As
noted in Table 7, cheating on exams or
coursework as well as inability of verifying the
identity of online students in exams were
mentioned most frequently and are regarded
as an indication that this issue is very important for respondents when they compare online degrees with traditional degrees. Respondents believe that online studies lend themselves more easily to cheating due to the lack
of face-to-face monitoring between the students and instructor. In terms of advantages a
respondent commented that “Online programs
use modern technology and improve students’
technical skills, provide a lot of information
sources, provide assistance for each individual student, and make students in continuous activity”.
Considering another point of view, some respondents mentioned many of the above issues
as limitations of online programs. A respondent said that “My perception is that online degrees are not as rigorous as traditional degrees, and
this is why online degree holders do not have equal
employment opportunities. Most employers whether in the public sector or the private sector do not
recognize or grant these degrees. Online learning
universities can become better if they are a mix of
traditional universities and fully online universities”.

The majority of public criticized the credibility
and quality of online distance education programs in the Arab world because they believe
that online universities could lead to dishonesty and cheating in coursework and exams, ignore admission standards and regulations,
and do not pay much attention to practical
skills, sense of academic community, and direct interaction. In addition, the respondents
did not support the idea of getting a degree
online because they did not believe that online
distance education actually can achieve the
same quality of outcomes as conventional
ones. The results also indicate that the public
were very concerned about many traditional
educational issues that affect acceptability of
online learning degrees in the Arab world.
These concerns include the reality and types of
interaction between students and instructor
and among students themselves, regulations
of admissions in online universities, reputation of a university, and credibility with employers in the public and private sector.
The results of this study seem to agree with
those found outside the Arab world. Parker,
Lenhar, & Moore (2011) indicated that only
29% of the wider public in the United States
view online education as carrying the same
value as an on-campus program. These findings emphasize the need for further development of online programs to improve the overall societal acceptance of many issues, such as
student-instructor relationship, evaluation of
student academic progress. This development
may require using new communication strategies and technologies to facilitate interaction
between students and the teacher and ensure
the quality of learning outcomes. In addition,

DISCUSSION
There is no question that online distance education programs offer a convenient means for
millions of degree-seeking students in the
Arab world who are otherwise unable to attend classes in a face-to-face setting. However,
while the spread of online learning universities is growing, the society still believes that
the quality of an online education degree is
not the same as one gained in a physical build-
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online distance education developers need to
define specializations or fields of study that
online distance education may, or may not, be
suitable for, such as studies that require high
degrees of interaction, mentoring, coaching,
direct experience, or hands-on practical lab.

2013

these fears and concerns, it may raise the perceived quality of online degrees by the society.
Continued research in this area may provide
insights for enhancing online studentinstructor relationship, expanding accessibility
to quality resources, and improving the quality of teaching and learning online. In addition,
further research is needed to investigate the
factors affecting the acceptability of online degrees from the perspective of potential employers in the Arab world.

In addition, online distance education providers and practitioners in the Arab countries
may need to adopt open or blended learning
approaches rather than fully online learning
approach to overcome concerns and avoid
criticism by the public, offer the best of conventional environment and online settings,
provide different ways to open access to nontraditional learning opportunities to a diverse
range of students, and convince the society
and employers. Blended learning approach
implies presenting online instruction with a
blend of the traditional face-to-face approach
and incorporating a variety of delivery techniques, specifically group and individual studies, resource based learning, service learning,
and cooperative learning that involve both
online and in-person activities. In addition,
since there is a shared perception among the
public that it is easier to cheat in an online
university than in an on-campus class,
blended learning strategies may help in monitoring and identifying the identity of students
in exams and coursework submission. Finally,
further research is needed to investigate
whether blended or open learning approaches
meet the expectations of the society and
change the negative view and misconceptions
of the value of fully online degrees and reputation of online universities.
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