


Tertiary e-education: Is it feasible for Ni Vanuatu women?

Jane Strachan, University of Waikato, New Zealand and Grayleen Lapi, Ministry of Education, Vanuatu

Introduction
Providing women with access to education at all levels is critical
to advancing the status of women. The advantages of educating
women are internationally well recognised. Education is essential
to achieving gender equity and the empowerment of women
(Kirk and Garrow 2004). The target of MDG3 states: Eliminate
gender disparity in primary and secondary education by 2005
and at all levels of education no later than 2015 (World Bank
Group 2005).

As researchers such as Kirk and Garrow (2004:1) have
pointed out:

education enables girls and women to better understand and
take care of their own reproductive health, better protect
themselves against HIV/AIDS and raise healthier children who
then also go to school. It also enables them to contribute to
the economic security of their family, community and society.

In 2002, the Ministry of Education in Vanuatu undertook
a gender analysis of the education sector in Vanuatu. Among
other disparities, the analysis found that fewer women than men
applied for tertiary scholarships at the ratio of 1:3. When women
did apply, they were proportionally awarded scholarships
(Strachan 2004). The reluctance of some women to apply for
scholarships can be auributed to the social disruption study
can cause to their lives: many have family responsibilities,
induding children, or are in paid employment; some families
do not encourage female family members to go on to tertiary
study as they either fear for their safety when overseas or they
do not prioritise women’s education (Strachan, Samuel and
Takaro: under review). Whatever the reason, the end result is
an under-representation of women in tertiary education.

E- or electronic education is a relatively new form of distance
education. Many reputable tertiary providers around the world
offer qualifications that can either be partly or fully studied
online and allows students to study at a time of the day that
suits them. An online student can ‘talk’ to other students enrolled
in their course and the online teacher in a format similar to
email. Assignments are submitted via the Internet. Essential
reading materials are either posted online and/or mailed to the
student.

The feasibility study outlined in this paper investigated
whether or not e-education for Ni Vanuatu women at tertiary
level was technically, economically and socially feasible. The
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study also examined three different ways women could be
provided with greater access to online tertiary education: through
home-based study, by establishing a new and separate faciliry
for women, or by expanding existing facilities. The study found
the take-up of one method will depend upon a number of factors;
cost is only one of factor.

Information for the study was gathered in Vanuatu using
interviews, written responses, estimates and public domain
information. Interviews were carried out in English, French,
the local language Bislama, or a combination of these languages
with staff from local tertiary providers, local businesses,
government departments, NGOs, bilateral donors and students
studying online.

What follows is a break-down of the findings of the viability
of the three different e-education study options.

Home-based study

Students can study online from home if they have the necessary
equipment (a computer with enough capacity) and Internet
access. As long as the tertiary provider accepts their enrolment
and they pay the required fees, a student can study independently
of any scholarship programme; some swudents in Vanuatu already
do this. However, for many Ni Vanuatu this is seldom an option
because the cost of studying independently is very high (tertiary
fees, hardware and software and internet access).

Another online study option, however, could be for
scholarships to be awarded to students who study from home.
The scholarship could pay for a laptop plus the relevant software,
fees, Internet access, a living allowance and other associated
costs such as printing. The advantages of studying from home
include:

*  no travel, which is both cost and time saving;

¢ unlimited access to a computer; and

* study hours not limited by the opening hours of

an online facility.
However, there are a number of problems with this option,

‘these include:

* laptops are more susceptible to breakdown;

* it is more difficult to monitor a student’s progress;

* there may not be a dedicated study space in the
home;

* interruptions and distractions can be caused by the
demands of family life; and
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* it may be difficult to monitor the downloading of
inappropriate material such as movies, music and
pornography that has the potential to be
distracting and costly.

Even though studying from home would be the cheapest
option, it is because of the above difficulties that offering
scholarships for study online at home is not recommended yet.
That does not mean that this could not be a future option, but
the outlined difficulties would need to be overcome.

Providing a women-only facility

Setting up a dedicated facility for women may be considered
discriminatory as it disadvantages men. Vanuatu is a signatory
to the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), however, and
Article 4 of CEDAW allows for temporary special measures for
women to be implemented until equality with men has been
reached. More men than women in Vanuatu have and are
receiving tertiary education and more men have already obtained
a tertiary qualification. The situation is-improving, but until
there are equal numbers of men and women graduates then
taking special measures to increase the number of women
accessing tertiary education is not discriminatory.

In this feasibility study the costs of providing a women-
only facility were based on providing permanent Internet access
for 12 computers networked to a laser printer. It included
utilities, insurance, security, software, hardware, salaries,
telephone, Internet access, computer literacy training,
accommodation, allowance, travel and international fees for 12
students (based on Australian and New Zealand tertiary fees
for international students).

Itis important to stress that the cost estimates are indicative
only for cost comparisons between study overseas, at home,
within a dedicated facility, and using existing facilities. The final
cost of a dedicated facility will depend upon a number of factors
such as whether an online facility for women receives Ministry
. of Education approval to be classified as an educational
organisation. If it does, then costs will be reduced.

Reductions on other costs, such as the Internet, are also
possible. As discounts are negotiable on a case-by-case basis,
the fixed commercial Internet access rate, which is a package
that best suits the needs of an online facility, is quoted in this
study.

The total set-up cost is estimated at $A68,567. This
calculation did not allow for any cost recovery. To cater for both
full-time and part-time students, the costs are based on the
facility being open 16 hours per day for six days a week, 12
months of the year as this would allow for students to use the
facility for online courses offered during summer and winter
schools. The costs include salaries of two full-time administrators
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and 24 hour security, but do not include costs for student support
services. In addition, on-going costs are calculated at $A278,475

per annum.

Using existing facilities

Vanuatu has a number of ICT facilities available that could be
used for e-education. These include both private businesses and
educational organisations such as Agence Universitaire de la
Francaphone and the University of the South Pacific. There
were wide differences in the amounts each would charge for the
use of their services. But even when the most expensive option
was factored in it was cheaper than establishing and using a
dedicated facility.

The comparative costs for 12 women studying online using
an existing facility (a local business) is $4661,352, which is
around half the cost of studying in New Zealand or Australia
($A1,270,000) for three years. Using a dedicated facility for
women ($A827,626) is 65 per cent of the cost of studying face-
to-face in either Australia or New Zealand. These calculations
do not include medical costs for students resident in Vanuaru.
When students pay fees at either a New Zealand or Australian
university this includes free access to the university medical
services. Again, it is important to stress that these costs are only
estimates and only indicate approximate cost differences.

Although home-based study would be the cheapest option
there are many difficulties that need to be overcome. Using
existing facilities is cost effective and the most immediately
available. Establishing a dedicated tertiary e-education facility
could be a medium- to long-term strategy and has the advantage
of providing women with a safe learning environment where
they don’t have to compete with males for computer access. All
three options are considerably cheaper than sending students
overseas to study.

Discussion

Technical feasibility

Vanuatu currently has the technical capability to offer online
tertiary education in either Port Vila or Luganville, but not in
the outer islands. Technical support, hardware and software and
computer literacy courses are available. Computer literacy
courses help familiarise students with computers and the Internet
which is particularly important for students who have had littde
computer experience.

Internet speed is a problem in Vanuatu and can be very
slow especially at peak usage times, which can be very frustrating
when people have limited time and assignment deadlines to
meet. Once cheaper and more reliable telephone and possibly
wireless Internet services are provided to more outer islands, it
is feasible that women will be able to access tertiary study online
from their home island.
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The present computer laboratory capacity of existing tertiary
education providers may struggle to provide the necessary access
to computers if the number of students studying online increases
dramaticatly. More computers would be needed and opening
hours extended to ensure adequate access for online students.
These problems could be overcome by using more than one
facility, including private businesses and/or by establishing a
dedicated faciliry.

Economic feasibility
Studying online is cost effective. The cheapest option would be for
students to study from home, once outlined difficulties are
overcome. Using existing facilities avoids many of the costs associated
with establishing a new facility and is more sustainable. Establishing
a dedicated e-education facility for women is also cost effective
when compared to the cost of sending students overseas to study.
If a woman is not awarded a scholarship, then online study
may be a more affordable option for her. If able to pay the fees,
she can take one or two courses a year while resident in Vanuatu
and over time build up credit towards a tertiary qualification.
1f studying online means vast reductions in the cost of tertiary
study, more scholarship places could be offered at no additional
cost to the donor, including scholarships for part-time study.
This potentially gives more women access to tertiary education.
At present, there are so few scholarships available that many
very able women and men are unable to access tertiary education.
By keeping more students in Vanuatu more money is put
into the local economy for services such as transport, food,
accommodation, technical support, provision of ICT equipment
and furniture, security, purchasing the use of existing facilities
and computer literacy courses. If a separate facility was
established then some employment opportunities would also
be provided. In addition, if the number of scholarships provided
for online students is increased, then support for local providers
of tertiary education is also increased.

Social feasibility
Online tertiary education will not suit all women and there are
cultural and social benefits that accrue from living and studying
in another country. E-education particularly suits those women
who have family, work or other responsibilities and are not able
to travel overseas to study. If online education was an option,
there could well be an increase in scholarship applications from
women, especially if donors are prepared to offer scholarships
for part-time study. When students study in-country the social
disruption is less and families may be more willing to support a
scholarship application.

There are a number of social benefits for women studying
online. E-education is flexible and particularly suitable for people
who are in paid employment or who have family responsibilities.
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As the Internet becomes more available throughout Vanuaru,
it is possible that women will be able to study on their home
islands. This could reduce the social disruption that can occur

" when women have to leave their families to study overseas.

However, as yet this is not an option as there are no publicly
available Internet facilities outside the main population centres,
and the costs of provision are very high.

Studying online can help develop excellent study habits.
Online students have to be disciplined and organised. Accessing
online study at a special facility can also be advantageous as the
distractions and interruptions that are part of family life are
avoided. Also, some research indicates that males can dominate
the use of computers in a computer laboratory situation (Crow
1997/1998). Females find it difficult to get equal access time
and to ask males to vacate a computer so they can use it. Having
a dedicated facility for women would avoid this situation and
would also help to reduce study isolation. Because studying
online can be socially isolating, support systems will be needed
so students receive support and help when needed.

Conclusion

E-education as a method of increasing women’s access to tertiary
education in Vanuatu is technically feasible and makes economic
and social sense. For it to be successful, however, a coordinated
policy approach is necessary and stakeholders need to work
together. Donors need to come on board and dedicate some
scholarships for online study for women, including part-time
study; this could help donors meet their goal of awarding equal
numbers of scholarships to women and men. As more people
study online the profile of e-education will be raised and the
opportunities this offers women more widely understood.

There are organisations in Vanuatu with existing high quality
ICT facilities, both private business and tertiary providers, which
are willing to let students use their facilities (at a cost). As facilities
are already available, if donors are prepared to expand their
scholarship programmes (including scholarships for part-time
study) to include more scholarships for e-education the
programmes can start immediately; there would be no waiting
for a special facility for women to be established.

Donors have shown some willingness to sponsor online
students but, as yet, the take-up is low and the course options
are limited. A wide range of courses and programmes can be
offered online but these need investigating for quality as there
are many providers of online programmes and the quality of
their delivery and content will vary; this could be overcome by
using tertiary providers that already have donor approval. The
online study providers also need ongoing monitoring to ensure
they meet required standards. The range of course options also
needs to be promoted so those wishing to apply for scholarships
know what is available.
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Studying online while resident, and maybe also in paid
employment, in Vanuatu has many advantages. Some courses
encourage international students to use their own context asa
basis for assignment work, and this is much easier when the
student is still living within that context. This also means that
assignment work will be more contextually relevant and useful,
and this is not always possible when students are resident in
another country

What are the wider implications of this study? Firstly, donors
need to be brought on board so the advantages of e-education
for some women (and men) can be translated into more
scholarships. Secondly, other Pacific countries who are part of
NZAID’s and AusAID’s scholarship programme may also
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benefit from the increased opportunities that e-education can
offer. The potential for e-education to deliver a more socially
just scholarship programme is not yet being realised.
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