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This article summarizes the current situation and opportunities at King Abdul-Aziz 
University (KAAU) regarding distance education. ACTION methodology is used to 
assess the viability of text-based networked learning as the technology of choice to 
deliver  proposed distance education programs in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The 
article also addresses the key issues of networked learning and the next steps to be 
taken by KAAU. 

 

The context 

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) has a total area of 756,984,94 square miles, 
slightly more than one-fifth of the size of the US. There are around eleven thousand 
public education schools with around quarter of a million teachers (MOE, 2001). 
Training is very crucial to the development of teachers and hence to the improvement 
of education in the Kingdom.  

Part of the institutional objectives of the King Abdul Aziz University (KAAU) is “to 
advance knowledge through modern scientific technology and research and to provide 
modern educational and research opportunities to the citizens of the KSA” (KAAU, 
2001). The technology infrastructure at KAAU includes a Local Area Network (LAN) 
connected by fiber optics and composed of four dual processor servers. KAAU 
computer center is connected to the Kingdom National Net via 4 MB connection. 
KAAU has been using the Internet to provide extra support in the form of course 
complements for students enrolled in the first and second year basic science courses, 
particularly Mathematics and Physics due to the higher rate of failure in such courses. 

It is assumed that the Ministry of Education (MOE) in Saudi Arabia will soon request 
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manageable for the University. The validity of this choice will be tested against the 
ACTIONS methodology (Bates, 1995). 

The ACTIONS methodology 
Bates (1995) introduced a model that can be used to validate the use of a technology to 
be implemented for delivering distance education programs. This model consists of 
seven factors represented by the acronym “ACTIONS”. They are: access, cost, 
teaching and learning, interactivity, organization, novelty and speed. Each factor raises 
questions for the project in hand: 

1. Access. Two questions are to be checked regarding access: “How accessible is 
NL for Saudi learners?” and “How flexible is it for our target group, mainly 
public schools teachers in KSA?” 

2. Cost. “What is the cost structure of NL?” and “What is the unit cost per 
learner?” 

3. Teaching and learning. “What kind of learning needs to be developed?” and 
“What instructional strategies will be employed to enable the learning 
needed?” 

4. Interactivity and user-friendliness. “What kind of interaction does NL 
enable? How easy is it to use NL?” 

5. Organizational issues. “What opportunities or threats exist in the external 
environment that may influence NL in KSA? and “What are the internal 
organizational requirements, and the barriers to be removed, before NL can be 
used successfully?” We may also ask “What changes in organization need to 
be made?” 

6. Novelty. “How new is NL?” 

7. Speed. “How quickly can courses be mounted with NL?” and “How quickly 
can materials be changed?” 

Having introduced the seven factors, an analysis of each factor with regard to our 
project would be the appropriate next step. 

Access  

As a first step towards providing NL for its proposed learners, MOE signed deals with 
some computer manufacturers enabling teachers to buy their own home computers 
(with modems and printers) at discounted prices of US$950. Since the average annual 
income of teachers in KSA is US$32,000, computer ownership for an average teacher 
is attainable (MOE, 2001). Statistics from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics (2000) 
show the decline of computer prices over the last 5 years. The number of telephone 
lines is around 4 million. That accounts for about 70% of homes having telephone 
service (STC, 2001). All phone lines support 56k modem, although data transmission 
rarely exceeds 33K. Currently, there are 26 ISPs in KSA. About 18% of all homes 
with phone service have Internet access (para). It is projected to go up to 22% as more 
teachers join the service, assuming that some already have it.  

Roberts, Brindley and Spronk (1998) indicate that NL is convenient and flexible 
although they think it “is sometimes problematic, often painfully slow” (p. 37).  
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Cost 

Truly, cost could be considered as the most important criteria to address. According to 
Bartolic-Zlomislic and Bates (1999, para. 7), the cost factors should include “capital 
and recurrent costs, production and delivery costs, and fixed and variable costs.” 
Moreover, the following assumptions are considered: 

• The fixed basic cost structure will be distributed over a period of eight years. 

• The cost will be calculated for ten different 4-week long training courses, each 
is offered six times a year. 

• The number of learners in each course is twenty.  

• Each learner must buy a computer and modem. 

• Teachers teach 3 courses, each delivered 6 times a year. 

 
Table 1 Total costs for one course delivered 6 times per year 

 
KAAU & MOE 
Salary for instructor (teaching 3 courses) 39,000
Training  120
Servers (over 8 years) 95,000
Technical support 1,600
 
STUDENT 
Hardware (over 8 years)  950
Material per course   50
Internet access (4 weeks x 8 hours)   25

 

Table 1 shows all basic costs in US Dollars. Now for a single course, the cost will be 
as shown in Table 2 below. 
 

Table 2 Total costs for a single course 
 

Instructor ( 1 course )             39,000 ÷(6x3) = 2166 
Training                               120 ÷ 6 =    20 
Server   (95,000 ÷ 8) ÷(10x6) =  198 
Total 2384

 

Thus, one student share will be 2384 divided by 20 = 119 plus the computer 
(hardware) cost and the Internet access cost. The hardware is 950 divided by 4 years in 
average equals 237 per year. The Internet access cost per course is 25. So one course 
will cost 119 + 237 + 50 + 25 = 431. Clearly, registering for two courses in the same 
year will spread the hardware cost over two, hence lowering the cost of each course 
toUS$313. This is roughly the direct cost per class study hour. It is generally low and 
affordable for our type of learners. Needless to mention that there are other indirect 
costs that could be included such as facility cost at other sites (e.g., learning centers), 
special supplies, travel, books and course materials (Taylor, Parker III & Tebeaux, 
2001). 
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Teaching and learning 

Moore and Kearsley (1996) think that NL is an ideal technology in courses directed 
towards professionals where contributions based on personal experiences are strongly 
emphasized. However, NL has its instructional limitations, most noticed are 
information overload and emotional absorption (Bates, 1995). 

One of the biggest challenges to NL in KSA would be the instructors’ preparation and 
training. Starting such a program would indeed require a tremendous effort and 
sufficient resources have to be allocated for this mission. Training “the trainers” or 
“the instructors” should be done through several phases. Most importantly are the 
following: 

1. Awareness programs 
2. Selection criteria 
3. Actual training 
4. Trial courses 
5. Evaluation and modifications 
6. Actual course offering. 

Awareness programs. These offerings should be directed towards a set of candidates 
for the instructor's jobs. Policy makers at KAAU should be also included since their 
support is very crucial. Instructors should be real believers in the power of NL, and 
should be aware of the research on effectiveness of such methods of delivery provided 
all success factors are taken into consideration. 

Selection criteria. Only those showing both enthusiasm and ability to use computer 
technology to effect instructor-student interaction should be given the chance to 
participate as course instructors. Needless to mention the importance of selecting the 
best to insure their success when coupled, of course, with proper financial and 
administrative support. 

Actual training. Levin, Waddoups, Levin and Buell (2001) identified 5 dimensions 
contributing to effective online teacher professional development programs: 

1. Challenging assignments 
2. Coordinated learning environments  
3. Timely feedback from instructors 
4. Adequate learner-to-learner interaction  
5. Flexibility in teaching and learning.  

On the other hand, Haughey & Anderson (1998) presented thirteen different learning 
activities focusing on four major areas. These activities are based on: 

1. The distributed nature of NL 
2. Critical thinking and analysis 
3. Extending ideas and developing alternatives 
4. Sharing of ideas and group learning and working. 

In order for KAAU to succeed in its efforts to provide adequate NL training programs, 
it needs to expand on its faculty training on NL technology use, and on instructional 
and course development techniques.  

Trial courses. Testing the abilities and skills of the new set of instructors is equally 
crucial in developing a sound successful NL program. Trial courses could be shorter in 
time and tailored in content, but with the real taste of seriousness and discipline. 
Surely, this step will enhance the candidates' abilities and sharpen their skills. 
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Evaluation and modifications. As those trial courses develop in time and content, an 
on-going evaluation of each instructor's performance should take place on a regular 
basis. Based on the results of this step, further selection criteria may be applied, or 
modifications to actual courses may be done. It may also yield to lower or higher 
expectation outcomes of the intended NL program. 

Actual course offering. Registration of actual students should be restricted to the 
most eligible based on a well designed selection criteria. In the Saudi culture, 
reputation damage is not easily reversed. And since this is a long term project that 
affects tens of thousands of current and future teachers, all care should be taken to 
assure the success and quality of such training programs offered through NL. 

Interactivity and user-friendliness 

Moore and Kearsley (1996) defined three types of interaction: learner-content, learner-
instructor and learner-learner. They emphasized the importance of all three. NL 
clearly provide for all of them by encouraging interaction through computer 
conferencing, e-mail and bulletin boards. Indeed, computer conferencing is “a 
powerful tool for group communication and cooperative learning” (Para, p. 93). 

Limitations of NL include possible low levels of participation and possible low levels 
of thinking in case of the lack of good design and moderating skills. Also there may be 
a need to train first time learners and tutors (Bates, 1995). 

Organizational issues 

Although the telecommunication infrastructure is improving in KSA with the Internet 
service being regularly expanded to more rural areas, there are still possible threats 
emerging from not providing the right bandwidth to accommodate the expansion of 
data transmission over telephone lines. This could negatively affect accessibility and 
hence interactivity which is crucial to NL (STC, 2001). 

KAAU funded a pilot study three years ago regarding the application of NL to 
enhance some of its external studies programs. It involved about 60 learners 
registering in two different courses over two full semesters. The outcome was 
encouraging and satisfactory (KAAU, 2001). 

The Information technology (IT) department in KAAU (with three full time experts 
and four part time faculty members) is currently functioning under the umbrella of the 
University Computer Center. KAAU is working now on a new strategic plan that 
would include its vision regarding the growth and implementation of NL in the next 
ten years. According to Bates (2000), that vision should determine how NL could be 
applied to change the way KAAU does its core distance education so that it can reach 
out to new needs and new target groups. Indeed, clear vision is one major factor to be 
considered when planning and developing online distance learning program (Levy, 
2003). 

Novelty 

How new is NL? Bates indicates that NL or computer mediated communication 
(CMC) “can be an appealing technology to both traditionalists and modernists” (1995, 
p. 226). Moreover, a National Telecommunication and Information Administration 
(2000) report shows continuous growth in the number of Internet users in the US. 
Likewise, in KSA the same trend is taking place (STC, 2001). IT in general is very 
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appealing to most young people in Saudi Arabia, and its popularity is growing by the 
day. Acceptance of NL as a method of delivery is expected to gain ground as the 
intended program shows signs of success. 

Speed 

For NL or CMC, Bates (1995) asserts that speed is indeed one of its major benefits (p. 
2). He adds, “once the communication system is in place and the main outline of a 
course has been decided, teaching can start relatively quickly. It is easy to up-date 
material, and to bring in experts from outside to respond to latest development or 
events” (p. 226). Saudi Arabia is expected to expand on its current infrastructure to be 
one of the most modern in the Middle East area. 

Key issues 
There are other key issues to be considered regarding NL. 

1. Future organizational needs. 
2. The team structure to be used. 
3. The learner support services to be offered. 
4. Future considerations. 

Future organizational needs 

Moore and Kearsley (1996) defined four different levels of distance education: DE 
learning program, DE learning unit, DE learning institution, and DE learning 
consortia. While the current situation at KAAU is at the program level in terms of the 
staff allocated for the project in question, it may still need to develop fully to be a 
totally independent unit supported by the top leadership of the university. Such a unit 
should have the sole responsibility of distance education programs. Meanwhile, 
KAAU needs to develop a comprehensive plan to expand the DE programs and 
courses to meet the ever increasing demand for higher education, both on the 
postgraduate and graduate level. 

Team structure 

Course planning, management and development are an integral part of any DE 
program success. There are three basic models regarding this activity: the lone ranger 
model (Bates, 2000), the author-editor model and the course team model (Moore & 
Kearsley, 1996).  

Using small grant money, the lone ranger, an individual faculty member, develops DE 
course materials. This inexpensive model helps faculty exposure to DE technology, 
and it maintains the autonomy of the faculty members in deciding on the suitable 
teaching methods for them, although it may not yield a high quality professional 
product (Bates, 2000). 

The author-editor approach is common in independent study programs based on print 
technology in which a subject matter expert (SME) writes the draft of the course 
material and an editor produces the final document. This model usually lacks the 
expertise of an instructional designer (Moore & Kearsley, 1996). However, “the 
author-editor model is very cost-effective because it involves minimal human 
resources and results in the quick development and modification of courses”(para, p. 
106). KAAU adapted partly this model for the program under discussion due to basic 
constraints: cost and time. 
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The team model is a complex one, though very professional involving a team of 20 or 
more different academic and technical specialists working on various stages to 
produce the desired course material (Moore & Kearsley, 1996). “The course team 
approach, however, is very labor-intensive and therefore expensive, and it involves a 
lengthy development period” (para, p. 106). Moreover, Rumble (1992) described four 
approaches to course development: specialized, chain, team and matrix. Burge and 
Roberts (1998) list nine team skills required for a quality learner’s manual.  

Part of KAAU future plan will address the issue of applying the team model to most of 
its on-line courses. However, funding and technical expertise might be issues of great 
concern for such an approach. 

Learner support  

Moore & Kearsley (1996) categorized learner’s support into three headings: 
guidance/counselling, administrative assistance and interaction. Moreover, they listed  

a number of things that students expect from a distance education course or program, 
including: 

• Information that is up-to-date and authoritative 

• Courses that are flexible and accommodate different learning styles 

• Guidance on what and how to study 

• Opportunities to do something with what they learn (e.g., assignments, projects) 

• Feedback on their work and progress 

• Help dealing with administrative or personal problems related to the program 
(para, p. 168). 

Rumble (1992, p. 63) argues that “student services exist to ensure that students are 
admitted to the institution and enrolled on courses; allocated to tutors and where 
appropriate, counselors; told what is expected of them in terms of their formal 
commitment (e.g. payment of fees, adherence to regulation), told where and when to 
appear to set any examinations, and generally provided with help to get them through 
the system”. Burge and Roberts (1998) declare, “A web of support systems is required 
involving technicians, administrators and librarians. Without appropriate support, 
learners may procrastinate or use time ineffectively” (p. 95). 

Lastly, learning centers are to be given ample attention by KAAU. Usually, activities 
that cannot be done at distance are conducted face to face (f-2-f) in those centers such 
as role-playing exercises, f-2-f learner-learner interaction and proctored exams (Moore 
& Kearsley, 1996). Fortunately, MOE has offered to open up its training centers 
wherever available to be learning centers for KAAU. Well-equipped schools will be 
the other option in smaller towns and rural areas. 

Next steps 
What steps are recommended for the near future? There are at least two of them: 
course development and faculty training.  

Course development 

Looking at the resources of KAAU and the time constraint, the author-editor approach 
is appropriate to develop the training courses’ materials. The product should have two 
parts: a participant or trainee book and a study guide. To maximize input, an advisory 
group of SME, educators, psychologists and technical experts should be formed to 
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supervise the work on a consultancy basis. This should be short of the team model, 
which needs a much longer period of time to develop a course. 

Faculty training 

Although some of the faculty members have an adequate training on NL technology, 
still training is a must for others if the program is to succeed. Bates (1995) believes 
that the major barrier to the use of technology “is fear:  most teachers do not feel 
comfortable with the technology, but most important of all, they do not know how to 
use it effectively” (p. 245). 

Conclusion 
Considering the current situation at KAAU and addressing the key issues in regard to 
initiating DE teacher training programs, NL seems to be the technology of choice to 
deliver the proposed programs. Reviewing the ACTIONS model, KAAU needs to 
provide for more faculty training on NL technology use, instructional methods and 
course development techniques. Moreover, KAAU has to discuss Internet access 
issues with the STC to improve interactivity and provide access to more learners. 
Finally it should be mentioned that the fact that Saudi Arabia is new to this method of 
knowledge delivery, and hence numerous shortcomings are expected as NL process 
picks up within the next two years. 
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