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1. Introduction and Framework 

Universally, disenfranchised groups continue to be deferred. Perhaps one of the most 

significant predispositions exists between men and women and the extent to which each are 

given equal opportunities. Kwapong (n.d) noted that “gender plays an important role in 

determining an individual’s involvement in education in developing nations” (pg. 1); hence it is 

of great importance that systems remain impartial. In an attempt to decrease the unremitting

disequilibrium that is present between groups, (i.e. men and women), many educational

establishments have refocused their perspectives on equitable access and human development. A 

significant paradigm shift in education is the restoration and strengthening of open and distance 

learning education programs. The not -so –new innovative trend in education, “distance learning

- online distance learning- open learning”, has been around over one hundred years and is

conceivably the easiest way to break down the barriers that exist among diverse groups as it 

relates to educational development (Valentine, 2002, pg. 1 )   . 

With the re-introduction of more equitable approaches to educating, namely women from 

diverse population in an impartial modus, the Third Millennium Development Goal (MDG 3,) in 

the United Nation’s Millennium Declaration suggest a focus on promoting Gender Equality and 

Empowerment of Women. The goal focuses on “Target Four- Eliminating gender disparity in 

primary and secondary education, preferably by 2005 and in all levels by 2015” (MDG 3). The 

goal of (MDG 3) may be farfetched, but records show that women are seeking greater 

educational empowerment and this is particularly noted in ODL and DL.  According to Müller 

(2008), in the United States the enrollment of women in online courses grew significantly, but 

there are still gaps. Allen and Seaman (2007) also noted that in fall of 2006 “enrollment of online 

learners grew to about 3.5 million in the United States, a 21 percent growth rate since 2002” 
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(pg.1).  The University of Education, Winneba boasted a trend in Online Distance Learning, 

since the first classes were offered in 1998. In 1998 Winneba University had approximately 7000 

students with 53% females and 46.5% males, this clearly shows that more women are accessing 

online education; however there completion rates are still significantly low. (Kramarae, 2003 as 

cited in Müller, 2008), suggested that “although women tend to outnumber men in online

education they still struggle to succeed in distance learning courses” (pg. 1). Markedly, gender 

inequality persists despite the existence of gender equality polices and greater educational 

opportunities for both men and women; thus it necessary to revisit technological innovations, 

pitfalls, gender equality and women’s placement in a global world and education. 

2. Definition of Terms

Greenberg (1998) defines Distance Learning   as “a planned teaching /learning experience that 

uses a wide spectrum of technologies to reach learners at distances and is designed to encourage 

learners interaction and certification of learning” (p.36).

“Gender refers to the socially constructed roles, behaviour, activities and attributes that a 

particular society considers appropriate for men and women”   (World Health Organization, 

2011). 

3. Purpose and Context of the Study

The purpose of this qualitative study was to (1.) review innovative technological 

educational advancements that can help with educational growth in communities, (2.) examine 

the new and reinvented modalities in Online Distance Learning (ODL) (3.) outline the strengths 

and pitfalls of ODL and (4.) explore the disparity in gender equality as it relates to educational 
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access for women in developing nations and factors that affect women from accessing and 

completing online education. 

3. Literature Review

Open and Distance Education/Learning 

The purpose of education is to reduce prejudices and empower individuals to reach “self-

fulfillment” and one way in which this can be accomplished is via education and more 

specifically, Open and Distant Learning programs. Calvert (1986) suggested that “Distance 

Education helps extend the market for education to clientele who have not been previously 

served” (pg. 3). Distance Learning is the mode of learning that has become a core education 

strategy in the 1990's, with a reach that extends a broad cross-section of institutions and 

curriculum providers around the world (Walsh & Reese, 1995).  Although Open and Distance

Learning can be expensive, for some citizenry, it is the best way to reach a target audience 

(UNSECO, 2002). UNESCO (2002) also asserts “that Open and Distance Learning refers to 

approaches to learning that focus on freeing learners from constraints of time and place while 

offering flexible learning opportunities”. According Morrison (1996), “telecommunications, 

software, and the Internet eliminate walls and boundaries” (pg. 12) hence Open and Distance 

Education in theory and practice can help individuals to acquire an education in a non-traditional 

way, which varies from the British concept of education (Freire, 1993). Kwapong (n.d) also

indicated that Distance Education is a significant tool that can allow women to have a greater 

access to higher education.

Although greater opportunities persist in Open Distance Learning, there are still some 

notable barriers that continue to place women on the lower end of the edifying hierarchy. Peter 
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and Horn ( 2005) noted  that “over the past ten years more women than men have enrolled in 

online programs; however women are still the most illiterate group when compared to men, due 

to poor completion rates in online programs” ( pg.12 ) . The high illiteracy rate of women is 

evident in many countries around the world particularly in areas such as Bangladesh where 

women make up 71% of the illiteracy rate. UNESCO Institute of Statistics (2010) noted that in

“2010, 87% of female youth had basic literacy skills, compared to 92% of males”.

Perhaps one of the greatest determinants to women’s success in educational is the 

barriers that they encounter. Evans (1995) found that some of the most significant barriers to 

ODL for women’s participation and success in ODL include: (a.) cultural , social and religious  

customs , (b.) attitude, (c.) qualification- specifically in Math and Science , (d.) situational

( family commitments, lack of support by significant other, and finances) , (e.) geographic 

location (rural/isolated areas). UNSECO (2002) also asserts that:

“Gender-based discrimination in education is both a cause and a consequence of deep-
rooted disparities in society. Poverty, geographical isolation, ethnic background, 
disability, traditional attitudes about their status and role all undermine the ability of 
women and girls to exercise their rights. Harmful practices such as early marriage and 
pregnancy, gender-based violence, and discriminatory education laws, policies, contents 
and practices still prevent millions of girls form enrolling in educational programs”.

Unless there is a constant mandated change in attitudes and biases men and women will 

continue to be divided; and success does not mean more women becoming educated, it simple 

means that both and women acquire equal successes if there is to be gender balance. The 

literature simply shows the need for change in a globally unjust society. 
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4. Methodology 

Design of the Study

Existing archival data was first reviewed on the noted topics, which helped to create a 

platform for the research. Additionally, a sampling framework of 40 (third year students) from a

General Education Degree Learning Institution in Belize City, Belize were initially selected as 

the primary sampling pool. From the 40 students, 20 were randomly selected as potential 

participants for the study. The random sampling approach provided the researcher with a 

representation of the larger population (Creswell, 2002) that was essential to the study.   The 20 

participants were each given a 5 item questionnaire that reflected key information found in the 

archival data as well as two demographical questions (gender and socioeconomic status). Once 

the questionnaire was developed it was pilot tested by 10 competent educators. The questionnaire 

was reevaluated based on recommendations and then issued to the 20 participants along with a 

letter of consent. 

For the focus group component of the study 10 of 20 participants were purposively 

selected to participate.  Purposive sampling allowed the researcher to acquire information-rich 

cases for the study at hand from participants who were able to provide useful data (Patton, 2002). 

The focus group discussion was done in two 30 minutes sessions. In order to protect the 

participants in the focus groups privacy and confidentiality, codes were assigned to each 

participant’s responses were applicable (i.e., FG1; P1 and FG2; P1).
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Data Analysis

Once the viable archival data was retrieved, it was organized into themes based on 

relevance and appropriateness. The findings from the archival data assisted the researcher in 

developing a 5- item questionnaire that was used in the study. After the participants completed 

the questionnaires the responses were coded, assigned a unique identifier (i.e. QR: 1 and QR: 2) 

analyzed and interpreted. The participants’ responses from the focus group discussions were

manual recorded, typed and verified with the participants before it was analyzed to ensure that 

the responses reflected what they had said. 

Findings

Archival Data Summary Report 

In attempt to get a more comprehensive understanding of trends in technological 

education, innovative advancements, pitfalls, equity, access and gender gaps that affect women 

in developing nations from achieving success in Online Distance Education (ODL) several 

archival data was explored.  The significant and reoccurring findings are discussed below.

Cetron (2003) asserts that “technology defines our era” as the new modes of technology 

encompasses ever-shirking computers. Cetron  (2003) also  highlights that other innovations in 

education include, talk-back mobile phones ( smart phones, phones) , iPods1,  SATA Hard Drive 

Docking Station,  Apple Magic Mouse, Ultra –Thin Quad-Band Watch Mobile Phone, Galaxy 

Tablets, Smart Boards, E-fax machines, Electronic Mail, Videoconferencing2, instant text 

1 http://www.apple.com/education/solutions/ipod/news.htm1

2 www.id21.org/education//e3jg2g1.htm1

http://www.apple.com/education/solutions/ipod/news.htm1
http://www.id21.org/education/e3jg2g1.htm1
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messaging application, social networking applications and alternatives energies . Today,

modernize technology has made it possible for individuals to learning from anywhere via online

and mobilize education (Cetron, 2003). Online and mobilize education has also allowed 

individuals to learn at their own pace and in environments where they feel most comfortable.  

As the world becomes more technologically advanced and intuitions begin to gear 

towards ODL many pitfalls come to the forefront, particularly as it relates to gender equity and 

access. According to (Kramarae, 2003) although women are significantly outnumbering men in 

distance-learning courses; they are still struggling to succeed because of varying responsibilities. 

Women have  little free time to seek educational advancement via ODL or other modalities since 

they have household duties, such as cooking, cleaning , tending to the farm ( where culture 

stipulates ) and caring for the children ( where applicable). The latter mentioned along with the 

stereotypes, social norms, financial constraints, such as the high cost of some online programs 

and gadgets to access and complete the programs, continue to prolong women’s 

underrepresentation in technological education.  It is also suggested that women are seeing as 

“users” or “receivers” of technology and not as innovators; hence the push to ensure gender 

equity and gender equality is unwavering (Chick, S., Day, R., Hook, R., Owston, R., 

Warkentin, J., Cooper, P. M., Hahn, J., and Saundercook, J. 2002). 

Several other findings also indicated that women in developing countries are deprived of 

the basics benefits of technology and this hinders their growth and sustainability in education and 

other areas. (Chick, et al. 2002) found that “the gender divide in digital technology is larger in 

low- and middle income countries” (pg.7). This same premise is noted in Belize, a developing
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Central American territory, as few women are technologically advanced, particularly in Rural 

Communities. In many countries, there is a 40 to 60 percent gap between men and women’s 

presence in ICT” (Chick, et al. 20002, pg. 7).  In Belize less than 30 percent of the women are 

digital natives3, while in Africa about 25 percent or less of internets users are women, in Asia 

around 22 percent of the users are women, in Latin America less than 40 percent and in the 

Middle East less than 8 percent of the women are internet users. The statistics noted above is 

indeed alarming and thus contributes perhaps to the gender gap that still persists in ODL and the 

like.

It was also noted that although there are many strengths in ODL such as: flexibility, self-

paced learning, where students have more time to master learning units, social interaction, 

variation of the course materials (such as video clips and other types of media) (Wang, Xu, Chan 

& Chen, 2002), accessibility of course materials, interactivity and reducing cost of ODL 

programs there are also many pitfalls that are and can affect ODL. Some of the most prominent 

pitfalls include but are not limited to: “quality of instruction, student isolation and misuse of 

technology all have an overall effect on the quality of distance learning as a product” (Tibi and 

Tibi, n.d, pg. 82).

Questionnaire Key Findings

Key findings from the 5 Item Questionnaire that asked 20 participants to

respond to questions on, Gender, Socio Economic Background, Innovation, 

Technology, Gender Equality and, Access for Diverse Groups is discussed below.  Of the 20 

participants that participated in the study 11 (55%) were females and 9 (45%) were males. 

3 www.macmilliandictionary.com/dictionary/british/digital-native

http://www.macmilliandictionary.com/dictionary/british/digital-native
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Eleven (85%) of the participants noted that they came from a low-socio economic 

background, while 5 (15%) noted that the came from a lower middle class background. Table 1 

indicates the participants’ responses to questions 3, 4 and 5. 

Table 1: Innovation, Access and Equity

Questions Yes 
Responses  

No 
Responses     

Maybe 

3. Do you think

Innovation is important in 

Technology?

18 2

4.Do you think technology should 

be available to both everyone regardless of 

Gender, race, educational background etc?

20    

5.Do males and females have equal access

Technology and technological devices at your institution

12 8

The results from the questionnaire indicate that the participants believe that innovation is 

imperative. The respondents also believe that technology should be free from biases and that 

everyone should have access. Lastly, the results show that the respondents believe that females 

have equitable access to technology when compared to their male counter parts.
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Focus Group Analysis – Detailed Findings

I. Focus Group Analysis based on Participants Knowledge of Innovative 
technological educational advancements that can help to propel societies to 
economic and social upward mobility (Group I and Group 2).

The responses revealed that the participants have varying degrees of understanding and

knowledge about past and current innovations in technology.  From the 20 participants, 18 from 

the group was able to define the world innovation with little to no probing , while  2 had to be 

asked three to four times ( with the use of examples).  The 2 participants who had to be probe 

consistently were both middle age females with children, who had return to school after 25 plus 

(+) years. When asked to name some of the new technological advancements in education that 

can make online learning more accessible and equitable the participants came up with the 

following responses: (1.) Free computers- touch screen or other (Samsung, Dell and Gateway) 

from the Government and more specifically the Minister of Education, (2.) Free Internet to 

access (Face book, Skype, Google, Yahoo and Hotmail and Wikipedia) from the 

Telecommunications Limited in Belize, and (3.)Free IPods, Tablets and cell phones should also 

be given by the Government, so that they can keep up to date with technology. The responses 

were consistent for both groups.  The participants felt that unless they are given support from the 

Government it will be hard for them to keep up with technology as they expressed financial 

constraints and the fact that they only have access to computers when they go to school as many 

did not have such luxuries at home. The participants also explained that cells phones that are 

internet ready are too expensive, so they cannot afford it; hence they will never reach their full 

technological potential.
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II  Focus Group Analysis based on Participants Attitudes toward the Challenges 
they face in Education and more specifically Online Learning Education and how 
they believe Education can be less Bias and more Equitable (Group I and Group II).

The participants from both Group I and Group II expressed feelings of apathy when 

asked about the challenges that they faced as many expressed that they do not believe that they 

are equipped enough to meet the demands of technology. The participants, specifically from 

Group II noted that, because of their “poorness” (low-socio economic status) it is hard for them 

to even get finances to support their education, and even more so online education.  Several of 

the participants, expressed that there are many biases in getting help, because of politics. All of 

the women from both groups stated that they are single mothers, who have to work from 8:00 am

- 5:00 pm (and beyond) to provide for their children, plus go to school. The women in both 

groups also expressed that it is hard to juggle parenting and education at the same time and they 

feel like giving up at times. Several of the participants believed that education in Belize and 

around the world is fair to a great extent, but in some instances unfair. All in all the participants 

from both groups had mixed attitudes; they openly expressed their concerns, disappointments 

and hopes. 

6. Conclusion 

It is no secret that ODL is more prominent today than in the past and that the audience is 

much larger and the benefits greater. Hiltz and Shea (2005) noted that the technology-enhanced 

distance education environment facilitates can connect students around the clock to learning.

OLD also has many strengths such as flexibility, self-paced learning, course materials that are in 

variant forms, interactivity and acquisition of new social skills; thus it is a promising approach to 

equitable access. Of key importance however is the fact that many pitfalls also persist that can 
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hinder ODL such as quality of instruction, lack of face to face interaction , lack of immediate 

feedback , misuse of technology ,cost, and not all courses are suitable for online delivery. 

Additionally, there is still a “gender divide” as women around the world are still seeing as the 

“homemaker” and unless attempts are made to foster a change, women will not progress. If 

women are to achieve equity alongside their male counter parts, gender roles must be redefined 

and redesigned.  Kinnaman (1995) stated that: “One thing is crystal clear: The advance of 

technology makes constructing new and richer contexts for teaching and learning ever more 

tenable and more necessary” (p. 86). 

7. Recommendations

Results from this study and the literature indicate that there is the need for further and 

more indebt research to highlight the absence of ODL programs in countries like Belize. It is also 

important to find methods and avenues to instill confidence in women, so that they can complete 

ODL programs. It is essential to investigate avenues that can be used to issue financial assistance 

to women and men who are seeking educational advancements so that they can acquire better 

and more advanced technological devices. Notably the following can also help in ODL create 

more access for diverse populations and decrease the evident pitfalls:

1. More trained and knowledge educators are need to run ODL programs.

2. More capital must be set aside for the effective inception and running of ODL 

programs

3. Reexamination of evident pitfalls and methods to decrease the known pitfalls that 

affect ODL
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4. Allow room for both formal and non-formal programs since many learners have 

various needs and learning style; hence it is important for ODL institutions to take 

into consideration: Programs for Individuals with Disabilities and  Multiple 

Intelligences

5. Expand the use of Computer Mediated Communication  ( CMC) in ODL programs

6. Learning and teaching must be holistic- the entire person must be educated and not a 

part

7. The usability of mobile devices for educational purposes need to improve, relevant 

and usable theories of mobile learning will need to be developed,  educational 

institution  would have to adopt policies  that support integration of mobile and 

handheld devices into the learning environment ( Naismith , Lonsdale , Vavoula and 

Sharples, 2004)

8. Utilize Synchronous Tools to facilitate learning and teaching

9. Extended research must be done on ODL programs that work as well as on additional 

factors that affect women from succeeding

10. More sharing should be done within and outside of institutions  that develop effective

ODL programs

11. Human Development Organizations need to review and redefine the importance of 

equitable access to education and how it aligns with ODL curriculum 

12. Programs must be created based on the skills and propensity of the learners
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13. The polices and core curriculum for ODL programs must be annually reviewed to 

ensure that the needs of the population is number one

14. Learners and teachers must received constant training about uses, dangers and 

effectiveness of ODL and technology
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