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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to assess the accessibility and utilization of online information resources by distance learners in Tanzania. It evaluated the level of the accessibility and utilization, explored the level of satisfaction of the accessibility and utilization and identified the challenges facing distance learners in accessing and utilization of online information resources. Questionnaires and interviews were used to collected data from 312 respondents. Quantitative data were coded and analyzed by using frequencies and percentages and qualitative data from interviews were analyzed by using content analysis. Both simple random sampling and purposive sampling was applied in the selection of sample. The results indicated that, the level of accessibility and utilization of online information resources by the distance learners is high (83.4%). 47.6% of distance learners find it easy to navigate and locate online information resources provided by the institution. The findings revealed that 53.1% of users are satisfied with the credibility of online sources, which influence their decision to use them for their academic purposes. Also 57.6% of Distance learners are faced with challenges of limited broadband connectivity. Based on the findings this study concludes that the level of accessibility and utilization of online information resources by the distance learners was high as a way forward, the study recommends the development of user-friendly online platforms.
Keywords: Accessibility, utilization, information, online information resources, distance learners. OUT-IAE-Morogoro centers.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

1.1 
Introduction

This chapter provides the general introduction of the study, which is comprised of the background of the study, problem statement and research objectives. Furthermore, it introduces research questions, significance as well as the scope of the study.

1.2 
Background of the Study

The accessibility and utilization of online information resources by distance learners is a critical area in contemporary education, particularly as the demand for flexible learning options continues to rise (Aina & Mavodza, 2021). The term accessibility and utilization they complement each other. Generally, it is the accessibility, which influence the utilization of information. In fact, users could only utilize information if it accessible. In the context of this study, accessibility encompasses various dimensions of how distance learners access and utilize information resources, including digital libraries, online databases, and other educational materials, Google classroom, zoom, seesaw, flip grid or near pod and others (Ojo & Ojo, 2023).

Effective access and utilization of online information resources by distance learners has several benefits. It provides access to diverse online information resources, which allows distance learners to engage with a variety of perspectives and materials, which can enhance their understanding and retention of knowledge (Anderson, 2021). The availability of rich online information resources can significantly increase student engagement and motivation (Moore, 2023). Distance learners who actively seek out additional resources develop a habit of lifelong learning, equipping them with skills necessary for continuous personal and professional development is not optional but a necessity (Garrison, 2020). Different learners have varying preferences when it comes to how they absorb information. 

In accessing a wide range of resources such as visual aids, auditory materials and interactive platforms, distance learners can tailor their educational experiences to suit their individual learning styles (Lee, 2024). Utilizing online information resources often leads to networking opportunities among peers and professionals within a specific field which helps to build valuable connections that enhance both their academic experience and career prospects (Hwang, 2023).

In ensuring easy learning, distance learners in various higher learning institutions established various digital information resources in both developed and developing countries. For instance, the University of Hagen in German offers its students access to a digital library that includes over 2 million e-books, academic journals and numerous databases (Müller, 2021). The Arizona State University in America offers a comprehensive online tutoring programs (Virtual Tutoring Services) that connects distance learners with tutors across various subjects (Johnson, 2022). 

The Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU) in India has adopted the Learning Management Systems like Moodle and Blackboard to facilitate distance education by delivering course materials and assessments effectively (Sharma, 2023). Many Malaysian universities, such as Universiti Malaya and Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, provide access to comprehensive online learning management systems. These platforms allow distance learners and other students to access course materials, submit assignments, and engage in discussions with peers and instructors (Mohamad, 2020).

Sub-Saharan Africa was not left behind too. For example, the National Open University of Nigeria in Nigeria provides an extensive e-learning platform that includes video lectures, discussion forums, and assessment tools to support distance learners (Adeyemi, 2020). The Egyptian universities like Cairo University have developed virtual libraries that provide distance learners with access to a vast array of academic journals, e-books and research databases (Hossam & Ahmed, 2020). The Moroccan learning institutions such as Mohammed (V) University offers e-learning platforms that facilitate interactive learning experiences through video lectures and discussion forums (Fatima & Youssef, 2021).

East Africa also took the same measures to provide online information sources for her distance learners in the higher learning institutions. For instance, the Rwandan institutions like the University of Rwanda promotes the use of open educational resources (OERs) to enhance accessibility for distance learners (Jean & Marie, 2022). In the Democratic Republic of Congo, the universities such as the University of Kinshasa have implemented mobile learning applications that allow students to access course content via smartphones (Didier & Marie-Josée, 2022). The University of Nairobi in Kenya has implemented a system where distance learners can access recorded lectures and participate in live webinars with faculty members (Mwangi, 2024).

The OUT launched an enhanced digital library platform that included a wide array of online databases, e-books, journals, and other scholarly materials in 2020 (Kihwele, 2022). This was part of a broader initiative to transition from traditional print resources to more accessible digital formats (Shayo, 2024). The establishment of these resources was a part of its strategic plan to improve educational delivery and support research activities (Mbunda, 2023). The IAE began establishing online information resources around 2020 (Mwita, 2022). 

However, the extent to which distance learners at the Open university of Tanzania and Institute of Adult Education access and utilize online information resources remains a Grey area worth investigation because the surveyed literature shows a devoid of information or experience on accessibility and utilization of online information. In light of the foregoing discussion, this study assessed the accessibility and utilization of online information resources by distance learners with specific reference to OUT and IAE Morogoro centres, Morogoro, Tanzania.

1.3 
Statement of the Problem

Access and utilization of online information resources is a critical enabler of quality distance education.Effective access and utilization of online information resources allow distance learners of higher learning institutions to engage with a variety of perspectives and materials, enhance their understanding and retention of knowledge (Anderson, 2021).
In Tanzania, distance learners at major providers such as the open university of Tanzania and institute of adult’s education rely on a range of online information resources (digital libraries, databases, learning management systems. E-journal and open education resources) to achieve their learning outcomes (Mbunda, 2023; Shayo, 2024). 

Despite the ongoing investments in ICT infrastructure, connectivity and e-resources platforms, tangible barriers persist that may impede equitable access and effective utilization of these resources. So this comparative study seeks to assess the accessibility and utilization of online information resources among distance learners of Open University of Tanzania and institute of adult’s education in Morogoro centers.

1.4 
Research Objectives

1.4.1 
General Objective

The general objective of the study was to assess the accessibility and utilization of online information resources by distance learners in Tanzania at the Open University of Tanzania and the Institute of Adult Education in Morogoro centers, Morogoro Region. 

1.4.2 
Specific Objectives

The study was guided by the following specific objectives:

(i) To evaluate the level of accessibility and utilization of online information resources by OUT and IAE distance learners at the respective centers in Morogoro region.

(ii) To explore the level of satisfaction of the accessibility and utilization of online information resources by OUT and IAE distance learners at the respective centers in Morogoro region.

(iii) To assess the challenges facing distance learners in accessing and utilization of online information resources at OUT and IAE at the respective centers in Morogoro region.

1.5 
Research Questions

(i) What is the level of accessibility and utilization of online information resources at OUT and IAE Morogoro centers in Morogoro region?

(ii) To what extent are the distance learners satisfied with the level of accessibility and utilization of online information resources at OUT and IAE Morogoro centers in Morogoro region? 

(iii) Which challenges are faced by distance learners during accessing and utilizing of online information resources at OUT and IAE Morogoro centers in Morogoro region?

1.6 
Significance of the Study

The findings of the study hold substantial significance across various stakeholders including distance learners, policy makers, management of OUT and IAE, and academic research. The findings of the study may empower distance learners to advocate for better access to resources, leading to improved satisfaction with their educational experience. Additionally, in recognizing the challenges faced during access can motivate learners to develop strategies or seek support systems that facilitate better engagement with online resources.

To policymakers, the findings can inform decisions regarding funding allocations, infrastructure development, and training programs aimed at enhancing digital literacy among distance learners. Also these findings will provide policy makers with evidence based insights to: develop inclusive education policies for visually impaired students, allocate resources effectively for e-learning accessibility programs. Also it helps in formulate guidelines for institutional support system. Not only that but also Policymakers can use the information to create frameworks that ensure all learners have the necessary tools and support to succeed in an increasingly digital education landscape.

The management teams at the Open University of Tanzania (OUT) and the Institute of Adult Education (IAE) can utilize this study’s findings to improve their institutional strategies regarding online resource provision. Understanding both the levels of satisfaction and challenges faced by students can enable these institutions to tailor their services more effectively. 

To the academia, the researchers can build upon these findings for future studies exploring similar themes within different contexts or regions. Furthermore, the study can encourage scholarly discourse on best practices for supporting distance learners through effective resource allocation and pedagogical strategies that leverage technology.

1.7 
Scope and Limitations of the Study

1.7.1 
Scope of the Study

The geographical coverage of the proposed study was specifically focused in the Morogoro region of Tanzania. This region was significant due to its diverse population and educational institutions that cater to distance learners. The study explored how distance learners in this area accessed and utilized online information resources, taking into account local infrastructure, internet connectivity, and socioeconomic factors that might influence accessibility.

The study encompassed two institutions: The Open University of Tanzania and the Institute of Adult Education both found in Morogoro, Tanzania. These institutions were pivotal in providing distance-learning opportunities within the region. Participants in this study included distance learners enrolled at the Open University of Tanzania and the Institute of Adult Education centers. A diverse sample was selected to represent various demographics, including age, gender, educational background, and field of study. Additionally, the administrative staff from these institutions was also included to provide insights into institutional support for online resource accessibility.

The time frame for the proposed study spanned one academic year, allowing for a comprehensive analysis of trends in accessibility and utilization over time. Data collection occurred during both semesters to capture variations in usage patterns related to course requirements, assignment deadlines, and other academic activities.

The theoretical framework for this study was drawn upon the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), which was employed to understand how perceived ease of use, and perceived usefulness influence learners’ engagement with online resources.

1.7.2 
Limitations of the Study

Several limitations were encountered by the researcher while gathering information of this study. These were as follows: 

1.7.2.1 Limitation to the Sample Size

This study would have used all the targeted population of 500 distance learners but due to financial and time constraints, the researcher decided to use a sample size of only 304 distance learners which it was believed to provide information in regard to the study under scrutiny.

1.7.2.2 Limitation to the Response Rate

The questionnaires were distributed to 304 respondents but only 290 respondents returned the questionnaires. This return rate was equivalent to 95.4%. The researcher, therefore, decided to use responses from only 290 participants who were believed could give sufficient information in regard to this study without continuing to wait for the other 14 participants who were not known of their whereabouts. 

1.7.2.3 Limitation to Data Collection Methods

This study employed questionnaires and interview guides to collect information. Some respondents who were provided questionnaires were too bureaucratic, reluctant and failed to submit their responses according to the scheduled time-table. The researcher addressed this limitation by reminding them from time to time through mobile phone calls for the submission of the same. 

During the interview sessions, some staff members did not want their opinions to be recorded by the audio recorder for fearing to probably be scrutinized by their above authorities. To mitigate this issue, the researcher assured them that, the collected information was meant for the purpose of academic issues and were also informed that, in giving their information, there was no one allowed to provide his/her identity including their names or phone numbers as well as their centers or their departments. After this assurance, they were in a position to provide their information freely. 

1.8 
Organization of the Dissertation

This dissertation is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1: Introduction and background of the study. Chapter 2: Literature review and theoretical framework. Chapter 3: Research methodology. Chapter 4: Data analysis, presentation and interpretation, chapter 5: Discussion of the findings. Chapter 6: Summary, conclusions and recommendations  

CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 
Introduction

Literature review is a comprehensive and analytical overview of existing published works on a specific topic or research question (Saunders et al., 2023). It serves to provide background and context for a study, demonstrate how new research contributes to the field, and identify gaps in current knowledge (Saunders et al., 2023). This chapter reviews various available literature in the area related to the study. It also provides definitions of key concepts, theoretical and empirical literature reviews. Others are research gaps as well as conceptual framework.

2.2 
Definitions of key Concepts

2.2.1 
Distance Learners 

A distance learner is a student who participates in educational programs that are delivered via online platforms or other forms of remote communication technologies. These learners typically engage with course content asynchronously or synchronously but do not attend classes on a physical campus (Barbour, 20200.
2.2.2 
Online Information Resources

Baker and Johnson (2023) describe online information resources as a collection of digital assets that can be accessed via the internet, encompassing various formats such as text documents, audio files, video content, and interactive media which serve as vital tools for research and learning in an increasingly digital world. 
2.2.3 
Accessibility of Online Information Resources

Johnson (2023) describes accessibility of online information resources to encompass the design and implementation of web-based materials that allow for equal access to information for all users, including considerations for assistive technologies and user-friendly interfaces. 
In this study, accessibility of online information resources for distance learners is referred to as the provision and adaptability of digital educational materials that cater for diverse learning needs and environments, ensuring that, students can engage with content regardless of their geographical location or personal circumstances.

2.2.4 Utilization of Online Information Resources

 Smith and Taylor (2022) describe utilization of online information resources to refer to the effective engagement and application of digital tools and platforms to access, evaluate, and integrate information for educational purposes. In this study, utilization of online information resources for distance learners is referred to as the proactive engagement with digital content and tools that enable remote students to access educational materials, collaborate with peers and instructors.

2.2.5 
Satisfaction

Smith and Jones (2023) articulate that, satisfaction is a cognitive appraisal process where individuals evaluate their experiences against their expectations. In this study, satisfaction is referred to as the degree to which distance learner feel that, their informational needs are met through digital resources.

2.3 
Concept of Distance Learning

Distance learning has several meanings depending to various authors. Moore (2020) describes distance learning as an educational process in which the teacher and learner are separated by time and/or space and can utilize technology to facilitate communication and learning. Distance education can be described as a mode of instruction that allows for asynchronous or synchronous interaction between students and instructors across geographical boundaries (Zhao & Zhang, 2024).

2.4 
Theoretical Literature Review

This study was guided by the Technology Acceptance Model.

2.4.1 
Technology Acceptance Model

In assessing the accessibility and utilization of online information resources by distance learners from OUT and the IAE Morogoro centres in Morogoro region, this study employed the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM). According to Azaria and Shamir (2023), this theory was initially developed by Davis (1989) derived from the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) and the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB), both established by Ajzen (1985). 
The model examines how technology users come to accept and use it (Hammood & Dammak, 2023). The model posits that, external factors significantly influence internal factors such as beliefs, trust, attitudes, and intentions regarding the use of products or services (Al-Gasawneh, 2022) where the attitude measures are replaced by technology measures, acceptance measures, perceived ease of use, and perceived usefulness of the systems come in place (Johnson, 2021).

2.4.2 
Strengths of TAM in Technology Usage Studies

The TAM has undergone extensive empirical testing and scholarly review to ascertain its effectiveness in elucidating technology adoption through key factors such as perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use and perceived trust of the systems. Research has demonstrated that, trust exerts a significant influence on both perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use, highlighting its critical role in the adoption of mobile marketing platforms. 
Notable studies by Thottoli (2020) and, Ruiz and Collazzo (2021) examined the extent TAM incorporated perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use, and perceived trust of the systems. However, these investigations did not fully incorporate perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use, and perceived trust of use of accessibility and utilization of online information resources into the TAM framework by the distance learners revealing a gap in the model's comprehensive application.

2.4.3 
Limitations of the Theory

The TAM has been extensively utilized to assess the accessibility and utilization of online information resources by distance learners. Nonetheless, TAM exhibits limitations in fully understanding the usage of the accessibility and utilization of online information resources by distance learners from higher learning institutions like OUT and the IAE in Tanzania. This model primarily concentrates on individual's beliefs and attitudes toward technology adoption, frequently neglecting broader organizational factors such as organizational culture, technological infrastructure and management support (Al-Salihi & Ghasemlounia, 2021). 
As a result, while TAM offers valuable insights into individual-level adoption dynamics, its limitations in addressing these organizational dimensions may impede a comprehensive analysis of the accessibility and utilization of online information resources by the distance learners (Al-Salihi & Ghasemlounia, ibid) within OUT and IAE Morogoro centers in Morogoro region.

2.4.4 
Relevance of the Theory to the Study

The TAM provides a robust theoretical framework for comprehending individual acceptance and utilization of new technologies. In the context of this study, TAM furnishes critical insights into the assessment of the accessibility and utilization of online information resources by distance learners from OUT and IAE Morogoro centers in Morogoro region. The relevance of the theory is underscored by its focus on how individuals perceive and feel satisfied by utilizing a particular technology to access their earning materials. TAM was thus employed to address the research objectives, specifically by evaluating the levels of the accessibility and utilization of online information resources and ascertaining the level of satisfaction of the perceived ease of use as well as the perceived trust of use of online information resources by OUT and IAE distance learners at both Morogoro centers in Morogoro region. 

However, some scholars in Tanzania adopted this theory in their studies. For instance, Juma (2022) used TAM when assessed the accessibility and utilization of online information resources by distance learners at the University of Dar es Salaam. Mchome (2023) used the model when evaluating the effectiveness of online learning platforms for distance education at the Nelson Mandela African Institute of Science and Technology while Mwita (2024) used TAM when he evaluated the factors influencing the utilization of online information resources by distance learners at the Ardhi University. Based on the evidence above, this theory was used as a yardstick to assess the levels of the accessibility and utilization of online information resources and satisfaction of online information resources by OUT and IAE distance learners at both Morogoro centers in Morogoro region.

2.5 
Empirical Literature Review

2.5.1 
Level of the Accessibility and Utilization of Online Information Resources 

In the United Kingdom, Smith and Wang (2022) explored the accessibility and utilization of online information resources among distance learners utilized the Constructivist Learning Theory. With a mixed-methods approach supported by descriptive survey design, questionnaires and interviews were used to collect information. 
The study found that, approximately 78% of distance learners in the UK reported high levels of accessibility to online information resources. Tanaka (2023 evaluated the utilization patterns of online information resources by distance learners in Japan being anchored on the TAM. A quantitative approach and a correlational research design were used while questionnaires were used to gather information. The findings indicated that, about 85% of distance learners had access to online resources; however, only 60% actively used them for academic purposes. 

However, there were contradicting observations to the above findings. For example, in the South Korea, Kimura and Lee (2024) carried a study about accessing online educational resources by distance learners. The Social Cognitive Theory was employed. With a qualitative approach aligned with a case study design, data were collected through focus group discussions. 
The findings revealed that, while access to online resources was nearly universal among participants (90%), actual usage was lower at around 65%.  This was equally in India where Kumar and Mehta (2023) evaluated the Digital Divide and Accessibility Challenges for Distance Learners by employing the Digital Divide Theory, a quantitative approach with a cross-sectional survey design by using questionnaires, found that, only about 40% of distance learners could effectively utilize online resources by using digital tools for educational purposes.

Mwita and Ndugu (2021) when exploring the online information resource accessibility among distance learners in Kenya employed the Diffusion of Innovations Theory together with a mixed-methods approach and a cross-sectional design. Questionnaires and interviews were used for data collection. The study highlighted that, while access to online resources was reported at about 75%, effective utilisation was only at around 50%. 

In Tanzania, Mwita and Juma (2024) assessed the online resource utilization among distance learners in Mwanza region. Their study used the Social Constructivism theory. They also employed a quantitative approach supported by a descriptive survey design. Questionnaires were used to gather information in which the study revealed that, only about 55% of distance learners in Mwanza region utilized online resources effectively. Based on the literature review there was a clear indication that, distance learners accessed and utilized online information. However, the extent to which OUT and IAE students accessed and utilized online information remained a subject worth investigation.

2.5.2  Level of Satisfaction of Ease of Use of Online Information Resources

Smith and Johnson (2022) evaluated online resource accessibility for distance learners in the United States by utilizing the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) to assess how perceived ease of use and perceived usefulness influence distance learners’ satisfaction with online information resources. A quantitative approach supported by a cross-sectional survey design were used. Online questionnaires were used for data collection. 
The study found that, approximately 78% of respondents reported high levels of satisfaction with online resources, attributing this to user-friendly interfaces and comprehensive support services. Contradicting findings were observed in India where Khan and Patel (2023) assessed the barriers to accessing online educational resources by distance learners. By using the Access Theory, which examined how various factors affect individuals’ ability to access information resources, the study utilized a quantitative approach with a descriptive survey design. Employing questionnaires for data collection, the findings indicated that, 58% reported dissatisfaction with the quality of available educational materials. 

Niyonsaba (2024) assessed the online information resource utilization by distance learners in Rwanda. Focusing on how new technologies were adopted by users within educational contexts, the study employed the Diffusion of Innovations Theory. With a quantitative approach aligned with a correlational research design, online questionnaires were used for gathering information. The results revealed that, about 70% of respondents were satisfied with their access to online information resources. 

However, in Uganda, Mugisha and Nansubuga (2024) evaluated the online resource accessibility for distance learners. Framed with the Digital Divide Theory, which explored disparities in access to digital technologies among different populations, a qualitative approach supported by a case study design were adopted involving focus group discussions with distance learners from several universities in Kampala district. 

The results showed that, over 60% of participants were dissatisfied with their access to online information resources for academic purposes. These findings equally aligned with those found in Tanzania where Chibunda and Mhando (2023) examined the challenges faced by distance learners in accessing online information resources in Mbeya Region. Focusing on how users sought out information and what barriers they encountered during this process, the study applied the Information Behaviour Theory. 

A combination of questionnaires and interviews were used as data collection methods targeting distance learners enrolled at institutions within Mbeya Region. The findings revealed that, approximately 75% of respondents experienced dissatisfaction regarding their ability to access necessary online resources. This study was carried to find out the extent to which users were satisfied with accessibility and utilization of online information resources by OUT and IAE distance learners at Morogoro centres in Morogoro region.

2.5.3 
Challenges Facing Distance Learners 

Smith and Lee (2022) navigated the challenges for distance learners in the United States. The study employed the Digital Divide Theory, which explored disparities in access to digital technologies and information resources among different socioeconomic groups. The researchers utilized a mixed-methods approach. Questionnaires and interviews were employed for gathering information. The study found that, distance learners were faced with significant challenges related to internet connectivity, technological literacy, and access to online resources. Participants reported difficulties in navigating educational platforms due to inadequate training and support from their institutions. 

Additionally, socioeconomic factors were identified as barriers that exacerbated these challenges. Müller and Schmidt (2022) evaluated the barriers affecting accessing online learning resources by distance learners in Germany. To understand how perceived ease of use and perceived usefulness influenced distance learners’ access to online resources, the study employed the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM). With a quantitative approach together supported by a cross-sectional survey design, online questionnaires were employed for data collection. 

The study found that, distance learners faced significant challenges related to internet connectivity, digital literacy, and the usability of online platforms. It highlighted that, while most learners accessed the technology, their ability to effectively utilize online resources was hindered by inadequate training and support systems. Kumar (2023) identified the accessibility challenges for distance learners in India. Focusing on understanding how socioeconomic factors affected access to digital resources; the study utilized the Bridging Digital Divide Theory. With a qualitative approach aligned supported by a case study design, interviews and focus group discussions were used for data collection. 
The study revealed that, socioeconomic disparities significantly impact students’ access to online learning resources in India. Many students reported issues with internet reliability and a lack of adequate devices for learning purposes. Saudi Arabia study indicated distance learners were faced with cultural attitudes towards education which posed challenges for institutions trying to implement online resources effectively because many students and educators preferred traditional face-to-face interactions due to cultural norms surrounding education and gender roles (Almaiah et al., 2021). 

Abdi (2024) identified the challenges faced by distance learners in accessing online educational resources in South Sudan. Emphasizing how learners constructed knowledge through experiences with available resources, the study applied the Constructivist Learning Theory. The study used a mixed-methods approach aligned with a descriptive survey design. Questionnaires and observations were used for data collection. The study found that, distance learners are encountered with severe infrastructural challenges such as erratic electricity supply and limited internet access due to ongoing conflict and economic instability. 

Furthermore, many learners lacked familiarity with online learning tools, which impeded their ability to engage effectively with educational content. Mbuyi- Mukuna and Ngoy- Kasongo (2022) identified the challenges encountered by distance learners in accessing online educational resources in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Their research was based on the Access Theory, which examined how various factors affect individuals’ ability to obtain information. They used a quantitative approach with a descriptive survey design. Questionnaires were utilized for collecting data. The results revealed that, infrastructural issues such as unreliable electricity supply and poor internet connectivity were major obstacles for distance learners in DRC. 

Furthermore, economic constraints limited students’ ability to purchase necessary devices or pay for internet services. The South African universities often struggled with inadequate infrastructure that hampered their ability to provide reliable online resources for distance learners (Mahlangu & Ndlovu, 2022). Issues such as inconsistent electricity supply and limited broadband connectivity significantly affected students’ learning experiences (Mahlangu & Ndlovu, 2022).

Mwita (2023) explored the barriers to online learning resource utilization among students in Kilimanjaro Region, Tanzania. Focusing on how social contexts influenced learning experiences, the study was grounded on the Social Constructivism Theory. A qualitative approach with an exploratory design were used. Questionnaires and interviews were employed for gathering information. The study indicated that, students faced challenges such as limited access to reliable internet services and insufficient technical support from educational institutions when utilizing online resources for distance learning purposes. 

Others were inadequate technological infrastructure such as internet access and unreliable electricity supply, which hampered the ability to provide consistent online resources for distance learners (Mhando & Mhando, 2021). Many institutions might have developed inadequate digital libraries or repositories that, that could not provide high-quality academic resources tailored to their curricula which created the scarcity of locally relevant academic content and the effectiveness of online learning initiatives (Ngulube, 2020). Financial limitations were another critical challenge that affected the establishment and maintenance of online information resources for distance learners in higher education sector. Institutions often faced budget constraints that hindered their ability to invest in necessary technologies or training programs for their staff (Mbunda et al., 2023). 
There was often resistance to change among faculty members who sometimes preferred traditional teaching methods over adopting new technologies for online education delivery systems (Kilonzo et al., 2024). This resistance slowed down the implementation process and affected the overall quality of distance education programs offered by institutions (Kilonzo et al., 2024). Whether the challenges reported elsewhere through literature review existed at OUT and IAE was worth investigation. 

2.6 
Research Gaps

Contextually, most of the studies (Abdi, 2024; Khan & Patel, 2023; Kimura & Lee, 2024; Kumar, 2023; Kumar & Mehta, 2023; Mugisha & Nansubuga, 2024; Müller & Schmidt, 2022; Mwanga & Ndunguru, 2024; Niyonsaba, 2024; Smith & Johnson, 2022; Smith & Lee, 2022; Smith & Wang, 2022) were internationally and regionally conducted unlike the one, which was conducted in Morogoro Region in Tanzania. 

Furthermore, those, which were conducted in Tanzania, were not conducted in Morogoro region but in regions like Mwanza (Mwita & Juma, 2024), Mbeya (Chibunda & Mhando, 2023) and Kilimanjaro (Mwita, 2023). Furthermore, these studies did not directly touch on the assessment of the accessibility and utilisation of online information resources by distance learners. So there was a need to further conduct a study on the same in Morogoro Region for further insights.

Theoretically, some studies used the Constructivist Learning Theory (Abdi, 2024; Smith & Wang, 2022), the Social Cognitive Theory (Kimura & Lee, 2024), the Digital Divide Theory (Kumar, 2023; Kumar & Mehta, 2023; Smith & Lee, 2022) and the Diffusion of Innovations Theory (Mwita & Ndugu, 2021; Niyonsaba, 2024). Others used the Social Constructivism theory (Mwita, 2023; Mwita & Juma, 2024), the Access Theory (Khan & Patel, 2023), the Digital Divide Theory (Mugisha & Nansubuga, 2024), the Information Behaviour Theory (Chibunda & Mhando, 2023) as well as the Access Theory (Mwanga & Ndunguru, 2024) unlike the current study, which was framed on the TAM. This signified that, the variables in the current study were different from the previous ones warranting the justification for conducting it in Morogoro Region.

Methodologically, some studies used a quantitative approach (Khan & Patel, 2023; Müller & Schmidt, 2022; Mwanga & Ndunguru, 2024; Niyonsaba, 2024; Smith & Johnson, 2022; Tanaka, 2023) and others a qualitative approach (Kimura & Lee, 2024; Kumar, 2023; Mugisha & Nansubuga, 2024; Mwita, 2023).  In employing a single approach, the findings might be biased and with errors. In curing this defect, the current study employed a mixed-methods approach.

2.7 
Conceptual Framework

Figure 2.1 illustrates the assessment of accessibility and utilization of online information resources by distance learners in Tanzania a comparative study from the Open University of Tanzania and Institute of Adult Education both in Morogoro Region. The researcher believes that, there is a relationship between the independent and dependent variables.
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Figure 2.1: Conceptual Framework
Source: The Davis’ Technology Acceptance Model (1989)
The assumption is that, distance learners use online information resources in their studies and the researcher expects distance learners to positively perceive their usefulness, ease of use and trust. However, in using these online information resources, the researcher believes that, distance learners may encounter some challenges such as inadequate learning devices, unreliable electricity supply and unreliable internet services. These could make distance learners perceive them negatively and of no effective help. If these challenges are encountered, the researcher expects online information resources in these centers to be easily accessed and utilized.

CHAPTER THREE

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

3.1 
Introduction

Research methodology describes the techniques and procedures used to identify and analyses information regarding a specific research topic (Creswell & Creswell, 2022). In fact, it is a process by which researchers design their study so that they can achieve their objectives using the selected research instruments. It includes all the important aspects of research, including research design, data collection methods, data analysis methods, and the overall framework within which the research is conducted. This research uses mixed-method research methodology using both quantitative and qualitative research methodologies in the same study. This method allows the researchers to validate their findings, verify if the results observed using both methods are complementary, and explain any unexpected results obtained from one method by using the other methods (Sreekumar, 2023).

3.2 
Research Paradigm

This study employed pragmatic research paradigm, which balances both positivist, and interpretivist paradigms. Pragmatic” paradigm is associated with mixed approach studies (Morgan, 2021). This paradigm considers that, there is no single best way to conduct research; thus, the current research utilized the strengths of both, positivist and interpretivist, to avoid some short falls which could be found if one of the two could have been used (Leavy, 2022). The chosen paradigm allowed the researcher to select both quantitative and qualitative methods when conducting this research. It allows to examine an issue from multiple perspectives. This helped to reduce the inherent bias of using only one particular method (Fetters & Curry, 2023). Therefore, this paradigm enabled the researcher to assess the accessibility and utilization of online information resources by distance learners at OUT and IAE Morogoro centres in Morogoro region.

3.3 
Research Approach and Design

3.3.1 Research Approach

This study employed a mixed-methods research approach. The mixed-methods research approach allows the researcher to collect and analyze data, integrate the findings, and draw inferences using both qualitative and quantitative approaches in a single study (Greene, 2020). This approach was relevant to the chosen pragmatic paradigm. With a mixed-methods approach, the researcher believed that, there was no single best way of doing research; both quantitative and qualitative data were collected and analyzed in the same study. Thus, this approach was opted for because the weaknesses of one method were outweighed by the strengths of another (Tracy, 2024). 

3.3.2 
Research Design 

The study employed a sequential explanatory design. Sequential explanatory design consists of first collecting and analyzing quantitative data followed by collecting and analyzing qualitative data (Ponce, 2023). This design was opted for because the proposed study used the quantitative participant characteristics to guide purposeful sampling for the qualitative phase (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2024). These two phases were aimed to collect data on the levels of the accessibility and utilization, satisfaction as well as the challenges facing the distance learners during accessing and utilizing online information resources at both OUT and IAE Morogoro centers in Morogoro region.

3.4 
Area of the Study

This study was conducted within the geographical boundaries of Morogoro Region focusing on how distance learners at both OUT and IAE in Morogoro centers accessed and utilized online information resources during their learning activities. The selection of OUT and IAE in Morogoro centers was actuated by the fact that, both OUT and IAE made significant investments in technology to support distance learning (Mbunda, 2022). 

Furthermore, these institutions serve a wide range of learners, including those from various geographical locations and adult students, providing a comprehensive context for examining accessibility and utilization of online information resources (Ng’wandu, 2023). The varied technological infrastructures at these institutions offered an opportunity to explore the levels of the accessibility and utilization, satisfaction as well as the challenges facing the distance learners during accessing and utilizing online information resources at these centers.

3.5
Population of the Study 

The population of the study refers to the entire group of individuals or instances that meet a set of specified criteria and from which a sample may be drawn for analysis (Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey, 2020). This study included 508 participants (500 distance learners and 8 academic staff from   OUT and IAE in Morogoro centers). According to the personal communication made with the Director of Morogoro Regional Centre of OUT (2025), the centre has 300 distance learners and 5 members of staff. Likewise, according to the personal communication with the Director of Morogoro Regional Centre of the IAE (2025), the center has 200 distance learners and 3 staff members. These participants were viewed as information rich cases and thus, were selected to share their views and opinions with the researcher on the levels of accessibility and utilization, and satisfaction as well as the challenges facing distance learners during accessing and utilization of online information resources in the respective centers. The distribution of respondents is shown in Table 3.1.

Table 3.1: Distribution of respondents N=508)

	Respondents’ Category
	Population

	Staff members
	OUT
	5

	
	IAE
	3

	Distance Learners  

 
	OUT
	300

	
	IAE
	200

	
	Total
	508


Source: 
Director of Morogoro Regional Centre of OUT (2025) & Director of Morogoro Regional Centre of IAE (2025)

3.6 
Sample Size and Sampling Techniques

3.6.1 
Sample Size

A sample size is the number of observations or a representative of the entire population in a study (Cohen, 2020).  The sample size of this study included a total of 312 respondents (304 distance learners and 8 staff members). Since, the staff members of both centers were purposively selected, the sample of distance learners was obtained by the Yamane’s formula (1967) which is n =[image: image2.png]R
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  where: n = sample size, N = population, e = probability of error (0.05) assuming 95% confidence level, and with a precision of 5%, 1= constant. In this study N1=300 OUT learners and N2=200 IAE learners. 
The sample size for OUT learners= n1 and for IAE learners= n2. Since n1 and n2 are unknown, they were determined as follows: 
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 = 171 distance leaners at OUT in Morogoro center
The sample size for n2 was calculated as follows:
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 = 133 distance learners at IAE in Morogoro center
Table 3.2 below, summarizes the total sample size, which was involved in this study.

Table 3.2: Distribution of Sample Size (n=312)

	Respondents’ Category
	Sample Size
	Percentage (%)
	Sampling Technique

	Staff members
	OUT
	5
	1.6
	Purposive Sampling

	
	IAE
	3
	0.9
	Purposive sampling

	Distance Learners  

 
	OUT
	171
	54.8
	Random Sampling

	
	IAE 
	133
	42.6
	Random Sampling

	
	Total
	312
	100.0
	


Source: The Researcher (2025)

3.6.2 
Sampling Techniques

Purposive and simple random sampling techniques were applied to select the sample size for the study.

3.6.2.1 Purposive Sampling Technique

Purposive sampling is a non-probability sampling technique where researchers select participants based on specific characteristics or qualities that align with the objectives of their study (Creswell & Creswell, 2020). This technique was used to select 8 staff members from both OUT and IAE in Morogoro centers.  The OUT center provided 5 respondents while IAE provided all the available three members of staff. Within the center, the researcher asked for the statistics of all staff members from the administration office. 

Thereafter, the researcher convened a short meeting with the staff members to explain the purpose of the intended study. Then, after a free consent to participate in the intended study, the researcher asked all of them to participate in the study. These were purposively selected because they were in a position to furnish the researcher with information regarding the levels of accessibility and utilization, satisfaction as well as the challenges facing distance learners during accessing and utilizing online information resources at OUT and IAE centers in Morogoro Region.

3.6.2.2 Simple Random Sampling Technique

Simple random sampling is a probability sampling technique where every member of the population has an equal chance of being selected for inclusion in the sample (Etikan, Musa, & Alkassim, 2020). This technique was used to select 304 distance learners from OUT and IAE centers in Morogoro Region. At OUT center, papers with numbers and blank ones were mixed up and put in a box where each distance learner in a particular center was allowed to pick one of the papers until the required number of 171 learners was attained. Those who picked papers with numbers were engaged in the study. The exercise, which was conducted at OUT center was also applied to IAE center until all 133 learners were selected. This technique was useful because it gave a chance for each and every distance learner to be equally selected and participated in the study without any discrimination (Bhardwaj, 2022).

3.7 
Data Collection Methods and Instruments

3.7.1 
Data Collection Methods

Data collection method refers to the technique or approach used to gather data (Ranjit, 2020). Creswell and Creswell, (2020) described it as a systematic process of gathering observations or measurements that are essential for research across various fields, including business, government, and academia. It allows researchers to gain first-hand knowledge and original insights into their research problems and can provide necessary evidence to make informed decisions (Flick, 2020; Kothari, 2020). 
Techniques or methods used to collect data can be experimental, surveys, interviews, focus groups, observations, or textual analysis, among others (Creswell & Creswell, 2020) whereas data collection tools are instruments to gather, measure, and analyze data for research purposes (Oppenheim, 2022). Therefore, this study used questionnaires and interviews for gathering information. 
3.7.1.1 Questionnaire Method

Questionnaires are structured methods used in research to collect data from respondents through a series of questions and they can include various types of questions, such as open-ended or closed-ended formats (Brace, 2023).  This method was used to collect quantitative data from 304 distance learners. In this study, a list of well-structured questions prepared by the researcher were distributed to the learners. 
The same were asked to select alternative responses of a 5-Likert rating scale which covered all specific objectives of the study. For all the sub-parts and sub-sections, the respondents were asked to put a tick (√) response corresponding to their choices. This rating scale consisted of five options (1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=neutral, 4=agree, and 5=strongly agree). 

This 5-Likert rating scale was opted for because the researcher intended to obtain opinions and experiences regarding the extent of the levels of the accessibility and utilization, satisfaction as well as the challenges facing the distance learners during accessing and utilizing online information resources at OUT and IAE centers in Morogoro Region. Furthermore, this method was employed because it helped to collect information from a large group of people in a very short time. Due to the nature of the study where students are scattered all over in Morogoro, questionnaires were adopted as an appropriate method to reach them.

3.7.1.2 Interview Method

Interviews are a qualitative research method that involves a structured or semi-structured conversation between a researcher and a participant (Braun & Clarke, 2022). This method allows the researcher to gather in-depth information about the participant’s experiences, beliefs, and perspectives (Gerson & Damaske, 2020). Interviews can vary in format, including face-to-face interactions, telephone conversations, or video calls, and they can be guided by predetermined questions or be more open-ended to allow for spontaneous dialogue (Kostovicova & Knott, 2022). Interviewees’ opinions were captured by using a note book as well as a sound recorder and the session lasted for only 50 minutes. This method was opted for because it enabled the researcher to probe more information which could not collected from questionnaires.

3.7.2 
Data Collection Instruments

Data collection instruments are tools or methods used to gather data for research purposes (Kothari, 2020). 

3.7.2.1  Questionnaire Guides

According to Patton (2020), a questionnaire guide is a structured tool used in research to collect quantitative data from respondents through a series of questions. It typically consists of a set of written questions that can be either open-ended or closed-ended, designed to gather specific information relevant to the research objectives (Patton (2020). In this study, a list of well-structured and close-ended questions were used to gather quantitative information from distance learners about the levels of accessibility and utilization, satisfaction as well as the challenges facing distance learners during accessing and utilizing online information resources at OUT and IAE centers in Morogoro Region.

3.7.2.2 Interview Guides

According to Kvale and Brinkmann (2020), an interview guide, is a flexible framework used during qualitative interviews to facilitate discussions with participants. It typically includes a list of topics or questions that the interviewer aims to cover but allows for spontaneity and adaptability based on the flow of conversation (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2020). The interview guide serves as a road map for interviewers, helping them navigate through discussions while also encouraging participants to share their experiences and insights in depth (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2020). Semi-structured interview guides were used to collect qualitative data from members of staff of both centers to gather in-depth information regarding the levels of accessibility and utilization, satisfaction as well as the challenges facing distance learners during accessing and utilizing online information resources at OUT and IAE centers in Morogoro Region.

3.8 
Data Quakity Control Measures 

This section discusses validity and reliability of research instruments.

3.8.1 
Validity 

Validity in research refers to the extent to which a method, test, or instrument measures what it is intended to measure (Trochim & Donnelly, 2020). In this study, the validity of the instruments was established by the use of face validity where expert glance and recommendations were used to assess the construct of the content. In this study, the research instruments were reviewed for validity by various independent groups of people including the supervisors, researcher’s fellow students and piloting. Their ascertained opinions and ideas for the modifications solicited the right information to the objectives of the study. All the suggestions by the experts and data from pilot study enabled the researcher to reshape and re-write the questionnaire before they were administered in the real situation.

3.8.2 
Reliability 

Reliability in research refers to the consistency of a measure or method (McLeod, 2020). It indicates how consistently a method measures something across different instances. If the same result can be achieved repeatedly using the same methods under similar conditions, then that measurement is considered reliable (Tavakol & Dennick, 2021). The reliability of the instruments was calculated by the Cronbach's Alpha value. The Cronbach’s Alpha calculation was made by the SPSS software version 28.0. According to Schrepp (2020), the scale with Cronbach’s Alpha between 0.70 and 1 is considered good and acceptable. In this study, all three variables were tested for the Cronbach’s Alpha before the real data collection session. The output results of the scale test are shown in Table 3.3.

Table 3.3: Individual Item Reliability Scale Results
	S/N
	Variable
	Cronbach's Alpha
	Cronbach's Alpha based on standardised items
	No. of items
	Strength of association

	1.
	LAU
	.846
	.847
	7
	Good and acceptable

	2.
	LSAU
	.825
	.818
	6
	Good and acceptable

	3.
	CFDL
	.779
	.776
	5
	Good and acceptable


LAU= Level of accessibility and utilization of online information resources, LSAU = Level of satisfaction of accessibility and utilization of online information resources, CFDL= Challenges facing distance learners in accessing and utilization of online information resources

Source: Data analysis (2025)

The Cronbach’s Alpha for the level of the accessibility and utilization of online information resources by OUT and IAE distance learners with 7 items was 0.846 found to be good and acceptable. For the level of satisfaction of the accessibility and utilization of online information resources by OUT and IAE distance learners with 6 items, its Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.825 implicating to be good and acceptable. The Cronbach’s Alpha for the challenges facing distance learners in accessing and utilization of online information resources at OUT and IAE at the respective centers with 5 items was 0.779 indicating to be good and acceptable. 

Reliability for qualitative data from interview guides was done through the technique of replicability where, audio recordings by smart phone and full transcriptions recorded in the note book offered considerable opportunity for establishment of procedural trustworthiness by providing a further argument.

3.9 
Ethical Considerations

Ethical issues and considerations were observed. The researcher first sought permission letters from the Open University of Tanzania and the Directors of OUT and IAE Morogoro centers in Morogoro Region. Then, the researcher visited all the selected centers to explain the purpose of the study and asked for the consent of all participants, which was voluntarily given. The participants were informed about the study and assured that, the information provided will be used for the research purposes only and ensured their enormity. No any participant was allowed to disclose his/her details including his/her names. The participants were also explained that, they were being at liberty to drop out of the study if they think uncomfortable being part of it.
3.10 
Data Analysis Plan

3.10.1 Analysis of Quantitative Data

Quantitative data were coded and analyzed by using frequencies and percentages by the help of the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) computer programmed version 28.0. Descriptive data were presented in a tabular form. 

3.10.2 Analysis of Qualitative Data

Qualitative data from interviews were transcribed manually, sorted and put together under specific themes, analyzed and presented in excerpts, direct quotes, and narrations. 

                                                   CHAPTER FOUR

DATAANALYSIS,PRESENTATION AND INTERPRETATION
4.1 
Introduction

This chapter presents the findings of the study that assessed the accessibility and utilization of online information resources by distance learners in Tanzania. This study specifically was guided by the following objectives to: evaluate the level of the accessibility and utilization of online information resources, explore the level of satisfaction of the accessibility and utilization of online information resources and identify the challenges facing distance learners in accessing and utilization of online information resources at OUT and IAE at the respective centers in Morogoro Region. The findings are presented as follows:

4.2 
Response Rate

This study used a sample size of 304 distance learners who were provided questionnaires. Only 290 questionnaires were filled in and turned back. The response rate was 95.4% capable for the statistical analysis. According to Akram, Cerin, Lamb, and White (2023), the response rate above 70% is regarded as excellent. Therefore, the response rate of 95.4% was excellent for the analysis and developing conclusions.

4.3 
Demographic Characteristics of The Respondents

This part presents respondents' general demographic characteristics. The assessment of their characteristics was important because it considered essential features related to the study under scrutiny. Demographic information is essential in research to understand the participant pool's diversity, assess how results apply to specific groups, identify potential inequalities, ensure the study's generalizability, and provide context for findings. This data helps researchers verify if their participant group accurately reflects the population of interest and allows for data segmentation to reveal differences in experiences or outcomes among various demographic segments. The analysis of descriptive statistics of frequencies and percentages were computed for the respondents' demographic characteristics. The respondents' demographic characteristics to be determined and analyzed in this study were age, gender, undertaken course and year of the study. 

Table 4.1: Demographic Results (n=290)

	S/N
	
	Frequency
	%

	1.


	Age 
	
	

	
	18-25 years
	58
	20.0

	
	26-35 years
	57
	19.7

	
	36-45 years
	108
	37.2

	
	46 years and above
	67
	23.1

	2.
	Gender
	
	

	
	Female
	141
	48.6

	
	Male
	149
	51.4

	3.
	Undertaken course
	
	

	
	Certificate
	45
	15.4

	
	Undergraduate
	168
	58.0

	
	Postgraduate
	77
	26.6

	4.
	Year of the study
	
	

	
	1-2 years
	43
	14.8

	
	3-4 years
	124
	42.8

	
	5 years and above
	123
	42.4


Source: Field data (2025)

The analysis in Table 4.1 shows that, the age profile of respondents’ ranges within 36-45 years with (108, 37.2%) followed with those falling within 46 years and above with (67, 23.1%). The group falling between 18-25 years was (58, 20.0%) followed with those falling between 26-35 years with (57, 19.7%). This implied that, the majority of respondents were aged between 26 years and above; so they were grown-up enough to provide information pertaining to the study. Besides that, the group falling under the category of digital natives was conversant of using technologies. According to Livingstone (2020), a digital native is defined as an individual who has grown up in the digital age, characterized by the pervasive presence of digital technology and the internet. 

Gender wise, the males were (149, 51.4%) while (141, 48.6%) females indicating that, the ODL system has managed to bridge the gender gap in education probably because of the flexibility of the system of learning as well as the affirmative action taken by government to ensure gender parity in education and the place of work. 

The respondents' undertaken courses at both centers were also analyzed. The undertaken courses involved certificate, Undergraduate and Postgraduate. The findings indicated that, the Undergraduates forms (168, 58.0%) followed by the Post-graduates (77, 26.6%). Those who were pursuing certificates were (45, 15.5%).  This inferred that, the respondents are knowledgeable and experienced enough to provide the valuable information on the utilization of online information resources at OUT and IAE in Morogoro centers.

In relation to respondents’ year of the study, the analysis established that, (124, 42.8%) were falling within 3-4 years followed with those falling within 5 years and above (123, 42.4%). The rest (43, 14.8%) fell between 1-2 years. The majority had a higher experience from 3 years and above capable of giving information to provide the valuable information on the accessibility and utilization of online information resources at OUT and IAE in Morogoro centers.

4.4      The Level of Accessibility and Utilization of Online Information Resources

The first specific objective of the study evaluated the level of accessibility and utilization of online information resources by OUT and IAE distance learners at the respective centers in Morogoro Region. Quantitative data analysis was presented using frequencies and percentages. Table 4.2 provides the level of accessibility and utilization of online information resources at OUT and IAE in Morogoro centers.

Table 4.2: The Level of Accessibility and Utilization of Online Information Resources (n=290)
	Descriptive Statistics

	Level of Accessibility and Utilization
	Strongly Agree
	Agree
	Neutral
	Disagree
	Strongly Disagree

	
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%
	F
	%

	I find it easy to navigate online information resources provided by my institution
	55
	19.0
	83
	28.6
	40
	13.8
	58
	20.0
	54
	18.6

	I can easily locate the information I need within online databases
	99
	34.1
	60
	20.7
	47
	16.2
	40
	13.8
	44
	15.2

	The tutorials or guides available for using online resources are helpful
	72
	24.8
	94
	32.4
	36
	12.4
	42
	14.5
	46
	15.9

	I can easily access online information resources from various devices
	71
	24.5
	84
	29.0
	47
	16.2
	37
	12.8
	51
	17.6

	I find it easy to understand the language used in the online information resources
	88
	30.3
	84
	29.0
	38
	13.1
	40
	13.8
	40
	13.8

	I frequently utilize online databases for research purposes in my courses
	96
	33.1
	60
	20.7
	49
	16.9
	46
	15.9
	39
	13.4

	Online tutorials or guides enhance my understanding of how to use the available information resources effectively
	92
	31.7
	67
	23.1
	39
	13.4
	34
	11.7
	58
	20.0


Source: Field Data (2025)

The results indicated that, 47.6 % of respondents agreed that, it was easy to navigate online information resources provided by the institutions, 38.6 % disagreed while 13.3%  remained neutral. 54.8% agreed that, they could easily locate the information they needed within online databases, 29.0% denied while 16.2% were neutral about the issue. Furthermore, 57.2% agreed that, the tutorials or learning guides available for using online resources were helpful, 30.4% denied the fact while 12.4% were neutral. Those who agreed that, they could easily access online information resources from various devices were 53.5%, 30.4% disagreed and 16.2% were not sure. 

The results indicated that, 47.6 % of respondents agreed that, it was easy to navigate online information resources provided by the institutions, 38.6 % disagreed while 13.3%  remained neutral. 54.8% agreed that, they could easily locate the information they needed within online databases, 29.0% denied while 16.2% were neutral about the issue. Furthermore, 57.2% agreed that, the tutorials or learning guides available for using online resources were helpful, 30.4% denied the fact while 12.4% were neutral. 

Those who agreed that, they could easily access online information resources from various devices were 53.5%, while 30.4% disagreed and 16.2% were not sure. The findings provide a mixed feeling responses and this calls for a need for the university to come out with flexible online system as well as training for those who reported that, it was not easy to access   information easily since learning in ODL to a large extent depends much on the skills to access online information.

The fact that, it was easy to navigate and locate online information resources provided by the respective institutions was also supported by 3 members of staff from OUT when were interviewed by the researcher reported that, “the University had made several changes on its online information resources which enable students to access them very easily and at any time when deemed fit.” 

For instance, one member of staff commented:

 “…The library has made efforts to make sure that information relevant to the programs offered at the university are made available through the library page. Such information includes subscribed data bases, thesis and dissertations, and open education resources. In addition to that, they have provided guidelines on how to access online information step-by step”. (SM/OUT-1, 20 February, 2025, 12.15 P.M).

Furthermore, 59.3% agreed that, they found it easy to understand the language used in the online information resources, 27.6% denied while 13.1% were not sure. Those who agreed that, they were frequently utilizing online databases for research purposes were 53.8%, 29.3% disagreed and 16.9% were neutral of the fact. 54.8% agreed that, the online tutorials or guides enhanced their understanding on how to use the available information resources effectively, 31.7% denied the fact while 13.4% were neutral. These findings concur with the views from 2 members of staff when they were interviewed by the researcher. They said that, “the languages used for online information resources included both English and Kiswahili to enable students to search study materials at their own convenience.” 

For example, one of the members of staff from IAE centre commented:

“…the online tutorials and guides are simple and easy to navigate for all students because they have crafted in both Kiswahili and English languages. Furthermore, if a student enters into the system can also choose any study material and use the option for changing the language he/she prefers to use. The material is translated immediately. So, everything has been made easy…” (SM/IAE-1, 21 February, 2025, 09.00 A.M).

4.5 
The Level of Satisfaction of Ease of Use of Online Information Resources

The second specific objective of the study explored the satisfaction level on the accessibility and utilization of online information resources by OUT and IAE distance learners at the respective centers in Morogoro Region. Quantitative data were analyzed through frequencies and percentages. Table 4.3 provides the level of satisfaction of ease of use of online information resources at OUT and IAE in Morogoro centers.

Table 4.3: The Level of Satisfaction of Ease of Use of Online Information Resources (n=290)
	Descriptive Statistics

	The Level of Satisfaction of Ease of Use of Online Information Resources
	Strongly Agree
	Agree
	Neutral
	Disagree
	Strongly Disagree

	
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%

	The credibility of online sources influences my decision to use them for academic purposes
	91
	31.4
	63
	21.7
	40
	13.8
	45
	15.5
	51
	17.6

	I prefer using online databases provided by my institution over general internet searches
	94
	32.4
	60
	20.7
	41
	14.1
	43
	14.8
	52
	17.9

	The online information resources available to me are relevant to my course of study
	70
	24.1
	105
	36.2
	41
	14.1
	50
	17.2
	24
	8.3

	The quality of the online information resources is satisfactory for my academic needs
	104
	35.9
	93
	32.1
	31
	10.7
	27
	9.3
	35
	12.1

	I am satisfied with the accessibility of multimedia resources related to my studies resources
	92
	31.7
	69
	23.8
	42
	14.5
	39
	13.4
	48
	16.6


Source: Field Data (2025)

The results demonstrated that, 53.1% were satisfied with ease of use of online information resources because  the credibility of online sources influenced their decision to use them for academic purposes, 33.1% disagreed while 13.8% were neutral. 53.1% preferred online databases provided by the institution over general internet searches, 32.7% disagreed while 14.1% were neutral. 

Furthermore, 60.3% were satisfied with the available online information resources relevant to the course of their studies, 25.5% disagreed while 14.1% remained neutral. 68.0% of the respondents agreed that, the quality of the online information resources was satisfactory for their academic needs, 21.4% denied while 10.7% were not sure. 55.5% were satisfied with the accessibility of online information resources related to their studies, 30.0% disagreed while 14.5% were neutral. 
These findings agree with the observations from 4 members of staff through interview. They opined that, “their online information materials were specific for the courses provided and not any other materials which are not relevant to the courses offered were uploaded in the system.” 

For example, one of OUT members of staff argued:

 “…not all online information materials are available in our system…we only upload relevant study materials to the intended courses. This helps students to search not all study materials but relevant ones from multimedia resources…” (SM/OUT-2, 20 February, 2025, 12.30 P.M).
4.6 
Challenges Facing Distance Learners 

The third specific objective of the study identified the challenges that faced distance learners in accessing and utilization of online information resources at OUT and IAE centers in Morogoro Region. Quantitative data analysis was presented using frequencies and percentages. Table 4.4 provides the results of the challenges that faced distance learners in accessing and utilization of online information resources at OUT and IAE in Morogoro centers.

Table 4.4: Challenges Facing Distance Learners (n=290)
	Descriptive Statistics

	Challenges facing distance learners
	Strongly Agree
	Agree
	Neutral
	Disagree
	Strongly Disagree

	
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%

	Limited broadband connectivity
	81
	27.9
	86
	29.7
	36
	12.4
	42
	14.5
	45
	15.5

	Inconsistent electricity supply
	96
	33.1
	104
	35.9
	20
	6.9
	33
	11.4
	37
	12.8

	Budget constraints that hinder the institutions’ ability to invest in necessary technologies
	104
	35.9
	50
	17.2
	43
	14.8
	48
	16.6
	45
	15.5

	Inadequate technological literacy
	101
	34.8
	69
	23.8
	39
	13.4
	45
	15.5
	36
	12.4

	Lacked familiarity with online learning tools
	76
	26.2
	77
	26.6
	41
	14.1
	45
	15.5
	51
	17.6


Source: Field Data (2025)

The findings indicate that, 57.6% distance learners at OUT and IAE centers in Morogoro Region, were in agreement that, limited broadband connectivity was a challenge, 30.0% disagreed with the assertion while 12.4% were neutral. 69.0% agreed that, inconsistent electricity supply as a challenge, 24.2% denied while 6.9% were not sure. The interview with 3 members of staff revealed that, “despite the installation of online information resources’ system, yet, the challenges such as internet connectivity and un-reliable electric supply impacted negatively the accessibility and utilization of online resources.” 

For example, one of AIE members of staff argued:

“…the access and utilization of online information resources depends much on several factors including reliable electricity and internet services. Our institution depends for electric supply from the national grid while the supply is not always stable or reliable. This is a challenge because in    a week, in some instances there is an outage of power for two days. This makes it difficult to access information because in such an event the server becomes inaccessible which in turn makes it difficult to access and utilize online information because it depends much on electricity…” (SM/IAE-2, 21 February, 2025, 09.15 A.M).
Another staff member added:

“…the access and utilization of online information resources depend not only to reliable electric supply but also to reliable internet connectivity. We lack speedy internet connections in the whole country. This makes us and students to use a lot of time to search what we want to search at a proper time….” (SM/IAE-3, 21 February, 2025, 09.20 A.M).
Furthermore, 53.1% of the respondents agreed that, institutions were constrained with budgets that hindered their abilities to invest in necessary technologies, 32.1% disagreed while 14.8% remained neutral. This finding aligns with the interview responses from 2 members of staff who argued that, “they could have bought their stand-by generator and invest in necessary technologies but they were constrained with inadequate budget from the government and other education stakeholders.” 

For example, one of IAE members of staff opined:
“…we want to effectively invest in necessary technologies and have reliable electric supply in our institution. We could have bought a stand-by generator in order to ensure reliable electric supply but we are provided with inadequate budget from the government and other education stakeholders to fulfill our goals. This is a big challenge….” (SM/IAE-4, 21 February, 2025, 09.25 A.M).
Furthermore, 58.6% of the respondents agreed that, they faced a challenge of inadequate technological literacy, 27.9% denied the fact while 13.4% remained neutral. Additionally, 52.8% of the respondents agreed that, they lacked familiarity with online learning tools, 33.1% disagreed and 14.1 remained neutral. These findings are in line with the interview responses from 4 members of staff who argued that, “most of the students were technologically illiterate and unfamiliar with online learning tools.”

For example, one of OUT members of staff said:

“Some of the students are technologically illiterate and unfamiliar with online learning tools which have been installed in our system and data bases. This hinders the accessibility and utilisation of online information resources by the distance learners… (SM/OUT-3, 20 February, 2025, 12.40 P.M).
CHAPTER FIVE

DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS

5.1 
Introduction

This chapter presents and discusses the findings of the study that assessed the accessibility and utilization of online information resources by distance learners at OUT and IAE in Morogoro centers, Morogoro, Tanzania. The discussion is based on the findings as they were generated from the analyzed data. They were compared and/or contrasted with the generated findings together with the previous literature. 
Any contribution of each finding was highlighted. This helped to clear an in-depth understanding of how distance learners accessed and utilized online information resources at OUT and IAE in Morogoro centers. The chapter is organized into the following sub-sections: the level of the accessibility and utilization of online information resources, the level of satisfaction of ease of use of online information resources and the challenges facing distance learners in accessing and utilization of online information resources.

5.1.1 The Level of Accessibility and Utilization of Online Information Resources 

Both quantitative and qualitative data showed that,  it was easy to navigate online information resources provided by my institution, easily locate the information they needed within online databases and the tutorials or guides available for using online resources were helpful to distance learners. These observations were in line with those of Smith and Wang (2022) as well as Tanaka (2023 who informed that, distance learners reported high levels of accessibility to online information resources. These observations are in line with those of Mwita and Juma (2024) who reported that, the tutorials or guides available for using online resources were helpful to distance learners, easily navigated and located in databases. 

Additionally, both quantitative and qualitative data indicated that, students could easily access online information resources from various devices, they found it easy to understand the language used in the online information resources, they were frequently utilizing online databases, the online tutorials or guides enhanced their understanding of how to use the available information resources effectively. These findings concur with those of Kumar and Mehta (2023) who noted that, distance learners effectively utilized online resources by using digital tools for educational purposes. These observations resemble those of Kimura and Lee (2024) who informed that, the language used was easy to help students navigate online study materials. 

Furthermore, all findings align with the principles of the TAM model. The model posits that, external factors significantly influence internal factors such as beliefs, trust, attitudes, and intentions regarding the use of products or services (Al-Gasawneh, 2022) where the attitude measures are replaced by technology measures, acceptance measures, perceived ease of use, and perceived usefulness of the systems come in place (Johnson, 2021).

5.1.2   The Level of Satisfaction of Ease of Use of Online Information Resources 

Both quantitative and qualitative results demonstrated that, respondents were satisfied that, the credibility of online sources influenced their decision to use them for academic purposes, preferred online databases provided by the institution over general internet searches, the available online information resources were relevant to the course of their studies. Additionally, both quantitative and qualitative data indicated that, the quality of the online information resources was satisfactory for their academic needs and students were satisfied with the accessibility of multimedia resources related to their studies. These findings corroborate well with those of (Smith & Johnson, 2022) who reported high levels of satisfaction with online resources, attributing this to user-friendly interfaces and comprehensive support services among distance learners. These findings are also similar with those of Niyonsaba (2024) who noted that, the available online information resources were relevant to the course of their studies among distance learners. 

However, contradicting findings were observed by Khan and Patel (2023) who reported dissatisfaction with the quality of available educational materials among distance learners. This observation resembles that of Mugisha and Nansubuga (2024) as well as Chibunda and Mhando (2023) who noted that, distance learners were dissatisfied with their access to online information resources for academic purposes and regarding their ability to access necessary online resources.

5.1.3 
Challenges Facing Distance Learners 

Both quantitative and qualitative data established that, distance learners at OUT and IAE centres in Morogoro Region, faced challenges with limited broadband connectivity and inconsistent electricity supply. Also, the institutions were constrained with budgets that hindered their abilities to invest in necessary technologies, inadequate technological literacy and lack of familiarity with online learning tools. These findings are supported by Smith and Lee (2022) reported that, distance learners were faced with significant challenges related to internet connectivity, technological literacy, and access to online resources. Also, Müller and Schmidt (2022) noted that, distance learners were facing significant challenges related to internet connectivity, digital literacy, and the usability of online platforms. Likewise, Kumar (2023) informed that, socioeconomic disparities significantly impacted students’ access to online learning resources. The majority of respondents reported issues with internet reliability and a lack of adequate devices for learning purposes.

CHAPTER SIX

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

6.1 
Introduction

This chapter summarizes, concludes and recommends on the key findings of the study.

6.2     Summary of the Key Findings

6.2.1 
The Level of Accessibility and Utilization of Online Information Resources

Both quantitative and qualitative data indicated that, it was easy to navigate online information resources provided by my institution, distance learners could easily locate the information they needed within online databases, the tutorials or guides available for using online resources were helpful, and they could easily access online information resources from various devices. Furthermore, both quantitative and qualitative data showed that, distance learners found it easy to understand the language used in the online information resources, were frequently utilizing online databases for research purposes and the online tutorials or guides enhanced their understanding of how to use the available information resources effectively.

6.2.2
The Level of Satisfaction of Ease of Use of Online Information Resources 

Both quantitative qualitative data demonstrated that, distance learners were satisfied with the credibility of online sources influenced their decision to use them for academic purposes, preferred online databases provided by the institution over general internet searches and with the available online information resources relevant to the course of their studies. Additionally, distance learners were satisfied with the quality of the online information resources was satisfactory for their academic needs and with the accessibility of multimedia resources related to their studies.

6.2.3 
Challenges Facing Distance Learners 

Both quantitative and qualitative data established that, distance learners at OUT and IAE centers in Morogoro Region, were challenged with limited broadband connectivity, inconsistent electricity supply and the institutions were constrained with budgets that hindered their abilities to invest in necessary technologies. Additionally, distance learners were challenged with inadequate technological literacy and lacked familiarity with online learning tools. 

6.3 
Implications of the Study

This study provides some implications as follows: 

6.3.1 
Implication to the Existing Body of Knowledge

This study contributes to bridging the research gap in the aspect related to the accessibility and utilization of online information resources by distance learners in Tanzania. It would also help other researchers to carry several studies in other centers and fill in both geographical and knowledge gaps.

6.3.2 
Implication to the University Administration 

One of the primary implications is the need for robust technological infrastructure. Many distance learners in Tanzania face challenges such as limited internet connectivity, inadequate access to computers, and insufficient digital literacy skills. The administration at OUT and IAE must invest in improving technological infrastructure, including providing reliable internet access on campuses and offering training programs that enhance digital literacy among students. This investment will ensure that all students can effectively utilize online resources.

To maximize the utilization of online information resources, both institutions must establish comprehensive user support services. This includes creating help desks or online chat support systems where students can seek assistance with accessing materials or navigating digital platforms. Additionally, developing instructional materials such as tutorials or webinars on how to effectively use online databases will empower students to become more self-sufficient learners.

6.3.3 
Implication to Distance Learners

In Tanzania, the availability and reliability of internet connectivity significantly affect distance learners’ access to online information resources. The OUT and IAE must invest in enhancing their technological infrastructure to ensure that all students have equitable access to online resources. Digital literacy is another crucial factor influencing how distance learners utilize online information resources. Many students may lack the skills required to navigate digital platforms effectively or to critically evaluate online content. 
Educational programs aimed at improving digital literacy among distance learners can empower them to make better use of available resources. Support services such as technical assistance, tutoring, and counseling can enhance the learning experience for distance learners at OUT and IAE centers. Providing dedicated support channels where students can seek help regarding technical issues or academic inquiries can encourage more effective utilization of online resources.

6.4 
Conclusions 

Based on the findings and discussions, this study concludes that:

6.4.1 
The Level of Accessibility and Utilization of Online Information Resources

It is concluded that, the level of accessibility and utilization of online information resources by the distance learners was high. This is because, it was easy among distance learners to navigate online information resources provided by my institution and easily locate the information they needed within online databases. 
Furthermore, the tutorials or guides available for using online resources were helpful and distance learners could easily access online information resources from various devices. Furthermore, it was easy to understand the language used in the online information resources, distance learners were frequently utilizing online databases for research purposes and the online tutorials or guides, which enhanced their understanding of how to use the available information resources effectively.

6.4.2
The Level of Satisfaction of Ease of Use of Online Information Resources 

It is concluded that, distance learners were satisfied with the credibility of online sources which influenced their decision to use them for academic purposes, preferred online databases provided by the institution over general internet searches and the available online information resources were relevant to the course of their studies. Additionally, distance learners were satisfied with the quality of the online information resources for their academic needs and with the accessibility of multimedia resources related to their studies.

6.4.3 
Challenges Facing Distance Learners 

Distance learners at OUT and IAE centers in Morogoro Region, were challenged with limited broadband connectivity, inconsistent electricity supply and the institutions were constrained with budgets that hindered their abilities to invest in necessary technologies. Additionally, distance learners were challenged with inadequate technological literacy and lacked familiarity with online learning tools. 

6.5 
Recommendations

6.5.1 
The Level of Accessibility and Utilization of Online Information Resources

It is essential for OUT and IAE to improve internet connectivity, especially in rural areas where many distance learners reside. Collaborations with telecommunications companies can help expand broadband access, ensuring that, students have reliable internet service to access online resources. The OUT and IAE should implement comprehensive training programs for both students and faculty on how to effectively use online information resources. This includes workshops on digital literacy, research methodologies, and navigating academic databases.

The OUT and IAE should develop user-friendly online platforms that facilitate easy navigation and access to educational materials. The design should be intuitive, allowing learners with varying levels of technological proficiency to find resources without frustration. They should also establish feedback mechanisms where students can report issues related to accessing online resources or suggest improvements. Regular surveys can help institutions understand the needs of their learners better. Also, OUT and IAE should create dedicated support services (e.g., help desks or chat bots) that assist students in resolving technical issues related to accessing online information resources promptly.

6.5.2
The Level of Satisfaction of Ease of Use of Online Information Resources 

The OUT and IAE should create user-centered design. This involves conducting usability testing with actual distance learners. By gathering feedback on their experiences, developers can identify pain points and areas for improvement, ensuring that the resources are intuitive and accessible. Continuous evaluation and updating of online information resources are necessary to ensure they remain relevant and functional. Feedback mechanisms should be implemented to allow users to report issues or suggest improvements, which can then be addressed in regular updates.

The OUT and IAE should incorporate interactive features such as forums, discussion boards, or collaborative tools can enhance user engagement with online resources. These features not only facilitate communication among learners but also foster a sense of community, which is often lacking in distance education settings. They should also ensure that, online information resources are accessible to all learners, including those with disabilities, is paramount. Adhering to web accessibility standards (such as WCAG) can help to create an inclusive learning environment where all students can benefit from the available resources.

The OUT and IAE should create the feedback mechanisms. Implementing systematic feedback mechanisms can allow learners to express their satisfaction levels regarding ease of use directly. Surveys or focus groups can be utilised to gather insights into user experiences, which can inform future enhancements.

6.5.3
Challenges Facing Distance Learners 

The OUT and IAE should prioritize seeking partnerships with government bodies, NGOs, and private sector stakeholders to secure funding aimed at improving broadband connectivity and electricity supply. This could involve advocating for the establishment of community internet hubs or solar-powered learning centers that can provide reliable access to online resources.

Also, they should develop comprehensive training programs focused on enhancing technological literacy among distance learners. These programs should cover basic computer skills, navigation of online learning platforms, and effective use of digital tools for collaboration and communication. Workshops could be conducted both virtually and in-person to accommodate varying levels of access.

To mitigate the impact of limited internet connectivity, OUT and IAE should create offline learning materials that can be distributed to students. This may include printed materials, downloadable content that can be accessed without an internet connection, or the use of USB drives pre loaded with course content. Given the prevalence of mobile phone usage, the Universities should explore mobile-friendly platforms for delivering course content and facilitating communication between instructors and students. Mobile applications designed for educational purposes can enhance accessibility for learners facing connectivity challenges.

Lastly, OUT and IAE should create a dedicated technical support team that can assist students with troubleshooting issues related to technology use in their studies. This support could be offered through various channels such as phone calls, text messaging, or community help desks located within the region.

6.6  
Area for Further Studies

(i) It is recommended that, such kind of a study should also be conducted in other remaining other OUT and IAE education centers in other districts or regions so as to get a deep understanding of the phenomenon. 

(ii) It is recommended that, such kind of a study should also be conducted in other universities so as to get a deep understanding of the phenomenon. 

(iii) The current study employed a mixed methods approach, hence, there might be insufficient opinions from participants. A future study can employ a qualitative approach to capture the detailed respondents’ opinions about the phenomenon.
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APPENDICES

Appendix 1: Questionnaires to Distance Learners 

Dear respondent,

My name is Dotto Stephano, a student from the Open University of Tanzania pursuing a Degree of Master of Library and Information Management (MLIM). I am required to conduct research on topic of my interest. My research topic is “Assessment of Accessibility and Utilization of Online Information Resources By Distance Learners in Tanzania: a comparative studyof Open University of Tanzania and Institute of Adult Education Morogoro Centres.” The purpose of this questionnaire is to get data that will be used in the analysis. I humbly request you to feel it. 

NOTE: Maximum confidentiality will be considered on the information provided and it will only be used for academic purpose.

SECTION A: DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 

Personal details 

	N/S
	Questions
	Response
	Put a tick

	1.
	Gender
	Male
	

	
	
	Female
	

	2.
	Age
	18-25 years
	

	
	
	26-36 years
	

	
	
	37-46 years
	

	
	
	47 and above years
	

	3.
	Undertaken course
	Certificate
	

	
	
	Diploma
	

	
	
	Undergraduate
	

	
	
	Postgraduate 
	

	4.
	Year of the Study
	1-2 years
	

	
	
	3-4 years
	

	
	
	5 years and above
	


SECTION B

The Level of the Accessibility And Utilization of Online Information Resources by the OUT And IAE Distance Learners at the Respective Centers in Morogoro Region

Kindly tick (√) in the appropriate box on along the statement of your choice. Each item deserves a single choice. The rating scale is as follows: 1=Strongly Disagree; 2=Disagree; 3= Neutral; 4=Agree; 5=Strongly Agree

A. The Level of Accessibility and Utilization of Online Information Resources

	
	Response(s)

	S/N
	Item
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	1.
	I find it easy to navigate online information resources provided by my institution
	
	
	
	
	

	2.
	I can easily locate the information I need within online databases
	
	
	
	
	

	3.
	The tutorials or guides available for using online resources are helpful
	
	
	
	
	

	4.
	I can easily access online information resources from various devices
	
	
	
	
	

	5.
	The loading time for accessing online information resources are acceptable
	
	
	
	
	

	6.
	I find it easy to understand the language used in the online information resources
	
	
	
	
	

	7.
	I frequently utilise online databases for research purposes in my courses
	
	
	
	
	

	8.
	Online tutorials or guides enhance my understanding of how to use the available information resources effectively
	
	
	
	
	


SECTION C

The Level of Satisfaction of the Accessibility and Utilization of Online Information Resources By The OUT and IAE Distance Learners At The Respective Centers in Morogoro Region

Kindly tick (√) in the appropriate box on along the statement of your preference. Each item deserves a single choice. 

KEY: 1=Strongly Disagree; 2=Disagree; 3= Neutral; 4=Agree; 5=Strongly Agree

B. The Level of Satisfaction of the Accessibility and Utilization of Online Information Resources

	
	Response(s)

	S/N
	Item
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	1.
	The credibility of online sources influences my decision to use them for academic purposes
	
	
	
	
	

	2.
	I prefer using online databases provided by my institution over general internet searches
	
	
	
	
	

	3.
	The online information resources available to me are relevant to my course of study
	
	
	
	
	

	4.
	The online platforms used for accessing information resources are user-friendly
	
	
	
	
	

	5.
	The speed of access to online information resources meets my expectations
	
	
	
	
	

	6.
	The quality of the online information resources is satisfactory for my academic needs
	
	
	
	
	

	7.
	I am satisfied with the accessibility of multimedia resources related to my studies
	
	
	
	
	

	8.
	The quality of the online information resources is satisfactory for my academic needs
	
	
	
	
	


SECTION D: 

Challenges Facing Distance Learners in Accessing and Utilization of Online Information Resources at OUT And IAE at the Respective Centers in Morogoro Region

Kindly tick (√) in the appropriate box on along the statement of your choice. Each item deserves a single choice. The rating scale is: 1=Strongly Disagree; 2=Disagree; 3=Neutral; 4=Agree; 5=Strongly Agree

C. Challenges Facing Distance Learners in Accessing and Utilization of Online Information Resources

	
	Response(s)

	S/N
	Item
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	1.
	Limited broadband connectivity
	
	
	
	
	

	2.
	Inconsistent electricity supply
	
	
	
	
	

	3.
	Inadequate technological literacy
	
	
	
	
	

	4.
	Limited support from the institutions
	
	
	
	
	

	5.
	Poor quality of the online information resources
	
	
	
	
	

	6.
	Budget constraints that hinder the institutions’ ability to invest in necessary technologies
	
	
	
	
	

	7.
	Lacked familiarity with online learning tools
	
	
	
	
	


Appendix 2: Interview Guides to Staff Members

2.1 Research Question No. 1. What is the level of accessibility and utilization of online information resources at OUT and IAE Morogoro centers in Morogoro region?

1. What specific online information resources does your university provide to distance learners, and how do you assess their usability?
2. How do you gather feedback from distance learners regarding their experiences with online information resources?
3. How do you ensure that online information resources are accessible to all distance learners, including those with disabilities?
4. What role does technology play in enhancing the user experience of online information resources for distance learners?
5. Have you noticed any trends in how distance learners interact with online information resources over recent years? If so, what are they?
6. How does your institution measure the effectiveness of online information resources in supporting academic success among distance learners?
2.2 Research Question No. 2. To what extent are the distance learners satisfied with the level of accessibility and utilization of online information resources at OUT and IAE Morogoro centers in Morogoro region? 

1. What measures has your university implemented to ensure that online information resources are accessible to all distance learners, including those with disabilities?
2. How do you evaluate the effectiveness of the online information resources provided to distance learners?
3. Can you describe any feedback mechanisms that allow distance learners to express their satisfaction or dissatisfaction with online resources?
4. In what ways do you promote awareness among distance learners about the available online information resources?
5. How does your institution ensure that online information resources remain current and relevant for distance learning programs?
6. What role does technology play in enhancing access to online information resources for distance learners at your institution?
7. Can you share any success stories or positive outcomes resulting from improved access to online information resources for distance learners?
2.3 Research Question No. 3.  Which challenges are faced by distance learners during accessing and utilizing of online information resources at OUT and IAE Morogoro centers in Morogoro region?

1. What specific barriers do distance learners face when trying to access online information resources provided by the university?
2. What challenges do faculty members face in providing adequate support for distance learners regarding access to online information resources?
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AN ASSESSMENT OF ACCESSIBILITY AND UTILIZATION OF ONLINE INFORMATION RESOURCES AMONG DISTANCE LEARNERS IN TANZANIA: EVIDENCE FROM THE OPEN UNIVERSITY AND INSTITUTE OF ADULT EDUCATION, MOROGORO

Dotto Stephano1 and Dr. Athumani S. Samzugi2
1 MLIM Candidate, The Open University of Tanzania

2Senior Lecturer, The Open University of Tanzania

dottostephano72@gmail.com
ABSTRACT
This study assesses the accessibility and utilisation of online information resources among distance learners in Tanzania, focusing on the Open University of Tanzania and the Institute of Adult Education in Morogoro. Adopting a pragmatic paradigm and a mixed-methods approach with a sequential explanatory design, data were collected from 312 respondents (304 learners and 8 staff) through questionnaires and interviews. Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, while qualitative data were thematically analyzed. Findings indicate a high level of accessibility (83.4%) and utilisation (86.9%) of online information resources. Ease of navigation and the perceived credibility of sources contributed to this uptake. However, challenges such as limited internet connectivity, low technological literacy, and unfamiliarity with digital tools hinder broader access. The study concludes that while online resource use is generally high, targeted interventions are needed. Recommendations include the development of user-friendly platforms, improved connectivity, regular feedback mechanisms, and training to enhance digital skills among distance learners.

Keywords: Accessibility, Utilization, information, Online Information Resources, Distance Learners, Tanzania

1.0 
INTRODUCTION

The accessibility and utilization of online information resources by distance learners is a critical aspect of contemporary higher education, particularly in the context of increasing demand for flexible, technology-enhanced learning models (Aina & Mavodza, 2021). Effective access to these resources enables distance learners to engage with diverse scholarly materials, deepen their understanding, foster independent learning, and develop lifelong learning habits essential for personal and professional growth (Anderson, 2021; Garrison, 2020). Furthermore, the use of online information resources has been shown to improve learner engagement, motivation, and collaborative networks that enhance both academic outcomes and career development (Moore, 2023; Hwang, 2023).

In response to this demand, Tanzanian institutions such as the Open University of Tanzania (OUT) and the Institute of Adult Education (IAE) have made significant strides in digitizing their learning environments. The OUT launched an enhanced digital library in 2020, offering access to databases, e-books, academic journals, and other scholarly materials, as part of its broader strategy to shift from print to digital formats (Kihwele, 2022; Shayo, 2024; Mbunda, 2023). Similarly, the IAE established a suite of digital resources—including a digital library, e-learning platform, research repository, and online workshops—to support distance learning and research (Kihwele, 2022; Mwita, 2022; Mbunda, 2023; Shayo, 2024).

Despite these institutional advancements, empirical data suggest that the actual accessibility and utilisation of online resources among distance learners remain low. For example, only 35% of distance learners in Dar es Salaam reported regular use of online resources (Mwita, 2021); similar patterns were observed in Kilimanjaro (40%), Mwanza (30%), and Mbeya (25%) regions (Kihanga, 2022; Mchome, 2023; Chibunda, 2024). These figures indicate a gap between the availability of digital resources and their effective use by learners.

This study aims to assess the accessibility and utilisation of online information resources by distance learners at the OUT and IAE centres in Morogoro Region. Specifically, it evaluates levels of access, usage patterns, satisfaction with online resources, and identifies key challenges that hinder their effective utilisation. Addressing these issues is vital for informing institutional policy and guiding the development of digital infrastructure and training programs to enhance digital literacy among distance learners.

Despite growing recognition of the importance of online resources, there remains limited research on their usage among distance learners in Tanzania. Notably, the extent to which students at the OUT and IAE in Morogoro access and use these resources is under explored. Francis (2023) underscores the need for more research into e-resource utilization in higher education, especially concerning user challenges and practical solutions. This study therefore seeks to fill this gap by providing evidence-based insights into the current state of online resource accessibility and use among distance learners at these two key institutions in Morogoro.

2.0 
LITERATURE REVIEW

Theoretical Framework

This study is based on the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM). According to Azaria and Shamir (2023), this theory was initially developed by Davis (1989) derived from the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) and the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB), both established by Ajzen (1985). The model examines how technology users come to accept and use it (Hammood & Dammak, 2023). The model posits that, external factors significantly influence internal factors such as beliefs, trust, attitudes, and intentions regarding the use of products or services (Al-Gasawneh, 2022) where the attitude measures are replaced by technology measures, acceptance measures, perceived ease of use, and perceived usefulness of the systems come in place (Johnson, 2021).

TAM is relevant to this study because it provides a robust theoretical framework for comprehending individual acceptance and utilization of new technologies. In the context of this study, TAM furnishes critical insights into the assessment of the accessibility and utilization of online information resources by distance learners from both centers in Morogoro Region. 
The relevance of the theory is underscored by its focus on how individuals perceive and feel satisfied by utilizing a particular technology to access their earning materials. TAM was thus employed to address the research objectives, specifically by evaluating the levels of the accessibility and utilization of online information resources and ascertaining the level of satisfaction of the perceived ease of use as well as the perceived trust of use of online information resources by the distance learners at both centers in Morogoro Region. 

However, some scholars in Tanzania adopted this theory in their studies. For instance, Juma (2022) used TAM when assessed the accessibility and utilization of online information resources by distance learners at the University of Dar es Salaam. Mchome (2023) used the model when evaluating the effectiveness of online learning platforms for distance education at the Nelson Mandela African Institute of Science and Technology while Mwita (2024) used TAM when he evaluated the factors influencing the utilization of online information resources by distance learners at the Ardhi University. Based on the evidence above, this theory is used as a yardstick to assess the levels of the accessibility and utilization of online information resources and satisfaction of online information resources by distance learners at both centers in Morogoro region.

Empirical Literature Review
The Level of  Accessibility and Utilization of Online Information Resources 

The accessibility and utilization of online information resources remain central to the success of distance education globally. Empirical studies reveal considerable variation across countries, influenced by factors such as digital infrastructure, institutional support, and learners’ digital literacy.

In the United Kingdom, Smith and Wang (2022), applying Constructivist Learning Theory through a mixed-methods design, reported that approximately 78% of distance learners experienced high accessibility to online resources. This indicates the potential impact of well-developed digital ecosystems and pedagogical alignment in promoting resource access. Similarly, Tanaka (2023), using a quantitative correlational design in Japan, found that while 85% of learners had access, only 60% actively utilized these resources. This suggests that access alone does not guarantee effective usage, highlighting the need for student engagement strategies.

Findings from South Korea further support this disconnect. Kimura and Lee (2024), through a qualitative case study, observed near-universal access (90%) but only 65% usage. This discrepancy underscores the importance of usability, content relevance, and learner motivation. In contrast, studies from India and sub-Saharan Africa present more critical challenges. Kumar and Mehta (2023), using a cross-sectional survey, found only 40% of distance learners in India could effectively use online resources, largely due to digital divide-related barriers. In Kenya, Mwita and Ndugu (2021), employing the Diffusion of Innovations Theory, reported 75% access but only 50% utilization, indicating a need for better awareness, training, and support.

Tanzania reflects similar trends. Mwita and Juma (2024), in their study of distance learners in Mwanza Region, revealed that only 55% of students effectively utilized online resources. Despite institutional efforts to digitize learning platforms, utilization remains sub-optimal—highlighting systemic and user-level barriers that inhibit the realization of digital learning objectives.

These comparative findings demonstrate that while technological infrastructure is improving, meaningful utilization of online resources by distance learners remains uneven, especially in developing contexts. Effective integration of digital tools into learning practices requires not only access but also supportive pedagogical frameworks, user-centered design, and capacity-building measures.

The Level of Satisfaction of Ease of Use of Online Information Resources

The extent to which distance learners are satisfied with online information resources is closely linked to their perceived ease of use, reliability, and relevance to academic needs. Studies across different contexts illustrate a wide spectrum of learner satisfaction levels, influenced by both institutional design and broader socio-technical conditions.

Smith and Johnson (2022), in the United States, conducted a quantitative study exploring how perceived usefulness and ease of use influenced satisfaction. Their findings showed that 78% of learners expressed high satisfaction with online resources, attributing this to user-friendly interfaces and comprehensive support systems—reinforcing the role of interface design and technical support in shaping learner experiences.

In contrast, in India, Khan and Patel (2023) reported low satisfaction levels (42%) among distance learners. Their study, grounded in Access Theory, revealed dissatisfaction with the quality and relevance of available online educational materials. This suggests that even where access exists, content quality and contextual appropriateness are key to learner satisfaction.

Rwandan learners, as studied by Niyonsaba (2024), expressed moderate satisfaction (70%), with results linked to positive adoption trends facilitated by new technologies and institutional investments. However, studies in Uganda and Tanzania highlight ongoing challenges. Mugisha and Nansubuga (2024), using Digital Divide Theory, found that over 60% of distance learners in Kampala were dissatisfied due to infrastructural disparities and limited digital literacy. Similarly, in Tanzania, Chibunda and Mhando (2023), applying Information Behaviour Theory, reported that 75% of learners in Mbeya Region were dissatisfied with their ability to access necessary online resources, citing barriers such as poor connectivity and lack of user training.

These studies collectively show that while digital resources are increasingly available, learner satisfaction depends not only on access but on quality, usability, support services, and digital inclusivity. Particularly in low-resource contexts, addressing these elements is critical to enhancing the distance learning experience.

Challenges Facing Distance Learners 

Despite the growing adoption of digital platforms in distance education, learners continue to face a range of challenges that hinder effective access and utilization of online information resources. These challenges are often shaped by socioeconomic, infrastructural, technological, and institutional factors.

1. Technological and Infrastructural Barriers
Numerous studies highlight internet connectivity and digital infrastructure as persistent obstacles. In the United States, Smith and Lee (2022), using a mixed-methods approach, identified inadequate internet access and limited technological literacy as major constraints for socioeconomically disadvantaged distance learners. Participants also reported difficulty navigating educational platforms due to insufficient institutional support and training. Similar findings emerged from Germany, where Müller and Schmidt (2022), through a quantitative cross-sectional survey, found that although many learners had access to technology, their ability to use online platforms effectively was hindered by poor digital literacy and lack of user-friendly systems.

In developing contexts, infrastructural challenges are even more pronounced. Abdi (2024), in a study conducted in South Sudan, identified unreliable electricity supply, intermittent internet connectivity, and general unfamiliarity with digital learning tools as key issues affecting learners’ engagement. A comparable situation exists in the Democratic Republic of Congo, where Mbuyi-Mukuna and Ngoy-Kasongo (2022), drawing on Access Theory, found that erratic power supply and poor internet infrastructure significantly impeded learners’ ability to access digital resources.

2. Socio-Economic Disparities
Socioeconomic inequality continues to play a crucial role in limiting access to online educational resources. In India, Kumar (2023), employing the Bridging Digital Divide Theory and a qualitative case study approach, revealed that learners from low-income backgrounds often lacked reliable internet services and access to adequate digital devices. Financial hardship further constrained their ability to participate meaningfully in digital learning environments.

In Tanzania, similar disparities were observed. Mwita (2023), using a qualitative exploratory design, found that distance learners in Kilimanjaro Region faced challenges related to both poor internet access and insufficient institutional technical support. These findings are corroborated by Mhando and Mhando (2021), who noted that inadequate electricity supply and underdeveloped technological infrastructure continue to limit the delivery and uptake of digital learning.

3. Institutional and Pedagogical Limitations
Institutional capacity also plays a critical role in either enabling or impeding access to online information. Many higher education institutions in sub-Saharan Africa, including Tanzania, face financial limitations that restrict their ability to invest in and maintain robust digital libraries or repositories (Mbunda et al., 2023). As Ngulube (2020) noted, this often results in a scarcity of high-quality, locally relevant academic content—limiting the effectiveness of online learning initiatives.

Additionally, institutional resistance to change can be a significant barrier. Kilonzo et al. (2024) observed that some faculty members remain hesitant to adopt new digital technologies, preferring traditional teaching methods. This resistance undermines the integration of online resources into the learning process and weakens institutional commitment to digital transformation.

In summary the literature has elucidated that, distance learners face multi-layered challenges in accessing and utilizing online information resources. These include infrastructural deficiencies, socioeconomic constraints, inadequate institutional support, lack of relevant digital content, and pedagogical resistance. Addressing these issues requires coordinated efforts involving policy reforms, increased investment in digital infrastructure, comprehensive training for both students and faculty, and the development of inclusive, user-friendly digital learning environments.

3.0 METHODOLOGY

This study adopted a pragmatic research paradigm, which integrates both positivist and interpretivist worldviews. The pragmatic paradigm is well-suited for mixed-methods research, as it recognizes that no single approach can capture the complexity of a research problem in its entirety (Morgan, 2021). By combining the strengths of both paradigms, the study sought to avoid the limitations inherent in using either quantitative or qualitative approaches alone (Leavy, 2022). This allowed for a more comprehensive understanding of the accessibility and utilization of online information resources among distance learners (Fetters & Curry, 2023).

Research Approach

A mixed-methods approach was employed, incorporating both quantitative and qualitative data collection and analysis. This approach enabled the integration of numerical data with rich, contextual insights, providing a more nuanced understanding of the research problem (Greene, 2020). The rationale for adopting this approach was to capitalize on the complementary strengths of both methods, thereby enhancing the validity and reliability of the findings (Tracy, 2024).

Research Design

The study followed a sequential explanatory design, which involves two distinct phases: initial collection and analysis of quantitative data, followed by qualitative data collection to explain or elaborate on the quantitative results (Ponce, 2023). This design was chosen to allow the results from the quantitative phase to inform the sampling and questioning in the qualitative phase (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2024). This structure helped explore not only the levels of accessibility, utilization, and satisfaction, but also the challenges encountered by distance learners at the OUT and IAE centers in Morogoro Region.

Population and Unit of Inquiry

The study targeted a population of 508 participants, comprising 500 distance learners and 8 academic staff members from the Open University of Tanzania (OUT) and the Institute of Adult Education (IAE) in Morogoro Region.

Table 1: Population of the Study
	Respondent Category
	Institution
	Number

	Staff Members
	OUT
	5

	
	IAE
	3

	Distance Learners
	OUT
	300

	
	IAE
	200

	Total
	
	508


Source: Directors of OUT & IAE Morogoro Centres (2025)
Sample Size and Sampling Techniques

A total of 312 participants were selected, consisting of 304 distance learners and 8 staff members. The sample size for distance learners was determined using Yamane’s (1967) formula, with a 95% confidence level and a 5% margin of error:

n = N / (1 + Ne²)
For OUT learners (N=300), the calculated sample size was 171, and for IAE learners (N=200), it was 133.

Table 2: Sample Size of Distance Learners
	Institution
	Population (N)
	Sample Size (n)

	OUT
	300
	171

	IAE
	200
	133

	Total
	500
	304


Source: Researcher’s calculations (2025)

Two sampling techniques were used:

· Purposive sampling was applied to select the 8 staff members, chosen based on their roles and experience in managing or supporting online learning at the centres.

· Simple random sampling was used to select distance learners. At each centre, participants were randomly chosen by drawing numbered slips from a box, ensuring an equal chance of participation for all.

This dual technique ensured that the study captured both expert insights and a representative sample of student experiences (Bhardwaj, 2022).

Data Collection Methods

Questionnaires

Structured questionnaires were administered to the 304 distance learners to collect quantitative data. The instrument included closed-ended questions measured on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree). The questionnaire focused on learners’ experiences regarding: accessibility, Utilization, Satisfaction with ease of use challenges faced in accessing online resources. This method was effective for reaching a geographically dispersed population within a limited time-frame and allowed for standardized data collection across both centers.

Interviews

To gather qualitative data, semi-structured interviews were conducted with the 8 academic staff members. Each session lasted approximately 50 minutes and was recorded with participant consent, complemented by written notes. This method enabled the researcher to explore staff perspectives in greater depth, particularly regarding institutional strategies, challenges faced by learners, and support mechanisms (Gerson & Damaske, 2020). Interviews offered an opportunity to probe issues that questionnaires could not fully uncover, adding richness to the study.

4.0 RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 

Findings: Accessibility and Utilization of Online Information Resources

This study investigated the extent to which distance learners at the Open University of Tanzania (OUT) and the Institute of Adult Education (IAE) centers in Morogoro Region access and utilize online information resources. The findings from both quantitative and qualitative data collection reveal generally positive experiences among learners, with notable variation.

Descriptive statistical analysis (Table 3) shows that 57.2% of respondents agreed that the tutorials or guides provided for using online resources were helpful, while 30.4% disagreed and 12.4% were undecided. In terms of ease of locating information within online databases, 54.8% agreed, 29.0% disagreed, and 16.2% remained neutral. Similarly, 53.5% of learners reported being able to access online resources from multiple devices; however, 30.4% expressed disagreement, indicating variability in access conditions.

Table 3. Accessibility and Utilization of Online Information Resources

	Item
	Strongly Agree
	Agree
	Neutral
	Disagree
	Strongly Disagree

	I can easily locate the information I need within online databases
	34.1%
	20.7%
	16.2%
	13.8%
	15.2%

	The tutorials or guides available for using online resources are helpful
	24.8%
	32.4%
	12.4%
	14.5%
	15.9%

	I can easily access online information resources from various devices
	24.5%
	29.0%
	16.2%
	12.8%
	17.6%


Source: Field Data (2025)

These quantitative findings were further substantiated by qualitative data from interviews with staff. Staff at the OUT centre reported significant efforts to streamline access to online information, including integration of open educational resources, e-theses, and step-by-step digital guides. As one staff member noted:

“The library has made efforts to ensure that information relevant to the programs offered at the university is made available through the library page. This includes subscribed databases, theses and dissertations, and open education resources. Step-by-step guides have also been developed to help students access these resources” (SM/OUT-1, February 20, 2025).

Such qualitative insights reinforce the overall perception that learners are increasingly able to access and navigate institutional online resources with greater ease and confidence. These findings are consistent with international studies. Smith and Wang (2022) and Tanaka (2023) found high levels of accessibility among distance learners in the United Kingdom and Japan, respectively. 
In the East African context, Mwita and Juma (2024) similarly observed that Tanzanian distance learners reported the usefulness of digital tutorials and ease in navigating databases. The language simplicity of platforms, as reported by participants in the current study, also aligns with Kimura and Lee’s (2024) observations in South Korea regarding the importance of intuitive interfaces.

Importantly, these results reflect key dimensions of the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM). As proposed by Al-Gasawneh (2022) and Johnson (2021), perceived ease of use and perceived usefulness are central to technology acceptance. In this context, improved accessibility features, user-friendly interfaces, and comprehensive tutorials appear to positively shape learners’ attitudes and intentions to utilize online resources for academic purposes.

In summary, both datasets indicate a generally high level of accessibility and utilization of online resources among distance learners, despite some disparities in access across devices. These findings underscore the significance of continued investment in digital platforms, learner support materials, and mobile-friendly technologies to enhance equitable and sustained access to online academic resources.

The Level of Satisfaction with Ease of Use of Online Information Resources

Table 4 presents quantitative findings on the satisfaction levels of distance learners regarding the accessibility and utilization of online information resources at the OUT and IAE centers in Morogoro Region. The results reveal that 68.0% of respondents agreed that the quality of the available online information resources met their academic needs, while 21.4% disagreed and 10.7% remained neutral. Furthermore, 60.3% expressed satisfaction with the relevance of these resources to their courses, though 25.5% disagreed and 14.1% were neutral. Regarding multimedia resources, 55.5% were satisfied with accessibility, while 30.0% disagreed and 14.5% remained neutral.

Table 4: Satisfaction Level of Ease of Use of Online Information Resources

	Statement
	Strongly Agree
	Agree
	Neutral
	Disagree
	Strongly Disagree

	The online information resources available to me are relevant to my course of study
	24.1%
	36.2%
	14.1%
	17.2%
	8.3%

	The quality of the online information resources is satisfactory for my academic needs
	35.9%
	32.1%
	10.7%
	9.3%
	12.1%

	I am satisfied with the accessibility of multimedia resources related to my studies
	31.7%
	23.8%
	14.5%
	13.4%
	16.6%


Source: Field Data (2025)
Both quantitative data and interviews with four staff members converge on the view that the online resources are well-aligned with academic requirements. Staff emphasized that only course-relevant materials are uploaded to the system, enhancing the efficiency of information retrieval for students. 
As one OUT staff member explained:

“Not all online materials are available in our system…we only upload relevant study materials for the intended courses. This helps students focus on multimedia resources that are directly linked to their studies” (SM/OUT-2, 20 February 2025).

The alignment between qualitative and quantitative data demonstrates a clear student satisfaction with the relevance and quality of online materials, as well as the accessibility of multimedia content. These findings corroborate those of Smith and Johnson (2022), who reported high satisfaction levels among distance learners, attributing this to user-friendly interfaces and comprehensive support services. Similarly, Niyonsaba (2024) observed that course relevance of online resources positively influences learner satisfaction.

However, contrasting findings by Khan and Patel (2023) highlight dissatisfaction among distance learners regarding the quality of educational materials, a sentiment echoed by Mugisha and Nansubuga (2024) and Chibunda and Mhando (2023), who identified challenges with accessing adequate online resources.

Challenges Facing Distance Learners

Table 5 summarizes the main challenges faced by distance learners at OUT and IAE centers in Morogoro Region in accessing and utilizing online information resources.

Table 5: Challenges Facing Distance Learners

	Challenge
	Strongly Agree
	Agree
	Neutral
	Disagree
	Strongly Disagree

	Limited broadband connectivity
	27.9%
	29.7%
	12.4%
	14.5%
	15.5%

	Inconsistent electricity supply
	33.1%
	35.9%
	6.9%
	11.4%
	12.8%


Source: Field Data (2025)

Findings reveal that 57.6% of learners identified limited broadband connectivity as a significant barrier, while 69.0% acknowledged inconsistent electricity supply as a major challenge. Qualitative interviews with three staff members further highlighted these infrastructural constraints as key impediments to effective online learning.

One staff member from IAE noted:

“Access and utilization of online information resources depend heavily on reliable electricity and internet services. Our institution relies on the national grid, which is often unstable, leading to power outages lasting up to two days per week. Such outages make accessing online materials difficult as servers become inaccessible” (SM/IAE-2, 21 February 2025).

Another staff member emphasized:

“Besides electricity, slow and unreliable internet connectivity significantly hinders both students and staff. It often takes excessive time to retrieve needed information, limiting efficient use of online resources” (SM/IAE-3, 21 February 2025).

These converging qualitative and quantitative data confirm that infrastructural issues—namely limited broadband and inconsistent electricity—pose substantial challenges to distance learners at both centers.

These findings align with existing literature. Smith and Lee (2022) reported similar difficulties related to internet connectivity and digital literacy among distance learners. Müller and Schmidt (2022) also highlighted socioeconomic disparities impacting access to online platforms, while Kumar (2023) emphasized that technological and infrastructural barriers significantly limit equitable access to online learning materials.

5.0 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Conclusions

Based on the comprehensive analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data, it is evident that the level of accessibility and utilization of online information resources among distance learners at OUT and IAE centers in Morogoro Region is notably high. Distance learners demonstrate ease in navigating institutional online platforms and efficiently locating relevant information within databases. The availability of tutorials and guides significantly enhances their ability to utilize these resources effectively across multiple devices.

Moreover, the credibility and relevance of the online information resources strongly influence learners’ preference for institution-provided databases over general internet searches. Distance learners express considerable satisfaction with the quality and academic suitability of these resources, including multimedia content essential for their studies.

However, despite these positive outcomes, infrastructural challenges remain substantial. Limited broadband connectivity and inconsistent electricity supply persist as critical barriers undermining seamless access and utilization of online resources. These infrastructural constraints disproportionately affect distance learners, particularly those residing in rural areas, thus impeding equitable access to education. In order to address these challenges and further enhance the effectiveness of online information resource utilization, the following strategic recommendations are proposed:

1. Enhancement of Internet Infrastructure:
OUT and IAE must prioritize improving internet connectivity, particularly in under served rural regions where the majority of distance learners reside. Establishing partnerships with telecommunications providers is essential to expand broadband coverage and ensure stable, high-speed internet access, which is fundamental for uninterrupted online learning.
2. Development of User-Friendly Platforms:
Both institutions should invest in designing and maintaining intuitive, user-centred online platforms. Such platforms must cater to diverse levels of technological proficiency, facilitating easy navigation and rapid access to relevant academic materials. Usability testing involving actual distance learners is critical to identify interface challenges and implement continuous improvements.

3. Regular Evaluation and Responsive Updates:
Continuous monitoring and updating of online resources should be institutionalized to maintain relevance, accuracy, and functionality. Implementing robust feedback mechanisms will empower users to report issues or suggest enhancements, enabling agile responses and sustained user satisfaction.

4. Strategic Partnerships for Infrastructure Support:
OUT and IAE should actively seek collaborations with government agencies, non-governmental organizations, and private sector partners to mobilize funding and technical support aimed at strengthening broadband infrastructure and stabilizing electricity supply. Initiatives such as community internet hubs or solar-powered learning centers could provide reliable access points for students in resource-constrained settings.

5. Provision of Offline Learning Alternatives:
To mitigate the impact of unstable internet and electricity, institutions should develop and distribute offline learning materials, including downloadable content, printed resources, and pre loaded USB drives containing course materials. This approach will ensure continuity of learning irrespective of connectivity challenges.

6. Mobile-Friendly Learning Solutions:
Recognizing the widespread use of mobile devices among distance learners, OUT and IAE should optimize platforms and content delivery for mobile access. Mobile-friendly applications and communication tools will enhance accessibility, engagement, and interaction between students and instructors.

In conclusion, while the current level of accessibility and satisfaction with online information resources is commendable, addressing infrastructural limitations and prioritization user-centred design are imperative to unlock the full potential of online learning for distance education. Implementing these recommendations will not only improve academic outcomes but also contribute to equitable, inclusive, and resilient educational systems.
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