
A COMPREHENSIVE MODEL FOR QUALITY EVALUATION OF 
DISTANCE LEARNING 

Silvia Gaftandzhieva, Rositsa Doneva, George Totkov 
University of Plovdiv „Paisii Hilendarski“ (BULGARIA) 

Abstract 
Quality assurance and evaluation of distance learning is of a high priority for any up-to-date higher 
education institution. Worldwide, a number of specialised independent institutions (ISO, ENQA, 
EFMD, Quality Matters Program, ACODE, EFQUEL, etc.) are involved in the development of models 
for quality evaluation of distance learning. Moreover, according to the latest work of ENQA and 
EADTU on quality assurance in blended and online education, the quality assurance agencies and 
institutions in the European Higher Education Area consider as a key issue the quality assurance in e-
learning, no matter in which form of teaching it is integrated – whether in the form of distance learning 
or blended learning or other. For example, the National Evaluation and Accreditation Agency in 
Bulgaria is applying a specially developed Guidelines and criteria for assessment of distance learning 
on two levels – on a university level in general or on a separate professional field level. The paper 
presents a study in this area conducted for the needs of the distance learning provision of a Bulgarian 
higher education institution. It introduces a complete comprehensive model for quality evaluation of 
distance learning offered by the university. The model allows a two-level evaluation of the distance 
learning quality – the quality of a separate distance learning course and the quality in the frame of a 
whole distance programme. The model includes quality criteria and specific indicators that reflect 
different stages and components of a distance learning process (design, preparation and delivering; 
documentation; provision team; infrastructure; support system; learning materials and activities, 
communication, courses/programmes design). It allows to take into account the opinion of all related 
stakeholders (students, experts in distance learning, etc.). It is developed as a result of in-depth 
analysis of the well-established models for quality evaluation of online learning and in accordance with 
the national Guidelines and criteria for assessment of distance learning and traditions and good 
practices for quality evaluation at the university. To test the applicability of the model five 
questionnaires have been created on its basis for distance learning quality evaluation on different 
levels and from different perspectives. As an example of the applicability testing, summarised results 
of an anonymous survey conducted using one of these questionnaires is presented in the paper. The 
survey goal is to explore the students’ opinion about the quality of training in a distance learning 
programme after their graduation. An automated system is used to collect, process and analyse the 
data from the survey. 

Keywords: distance learning, comprehensive model, quality criteria, quality evaluation, students' 
opinion.  

1 INTRODUCTION 
Quality assurance and evaluation of distance learning is of high priority for any up-to-date higher 
education institution. The majority of the academic community understands the importance of this 
issue – something demonstrated by the large number of publications on the topic. Various 
experiments have been conducted to evaluate the quality of distance learning in the terms of its 
various components (like learning outcomes, learning process, academic staff, learning materials and 
activities, infrastructure, students’ satisfactions, etc.), based on different relevant quality models and 
standards. Interesting examples in this field are the suggested models and approaches for quality 
assurance and evaluation of distance learning and e-learning (applicable for distance learning): as a 
whole – in terms of planning, development, process and product [1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9]; of distance 
learning courses [10, 11, 12]; of learning management systems (LMSs) [13, 14, 15]; of electronic 
educational resources [16, 17]; of support services [18], of learners’ satisfaction (including learners 
with special educational needs) [19, 20] etc. The models are built on a hierarchical basis and allow 
evaluation of distance learning quality from different perspectives. They contain a number of levels 
representing components/elements of the object under evaluation (called spheres, criteria, indicators, 
etc.) that can be monitored in order to form a complex grade of the object. The evaluation of each 
indicator is based on the appropriate norm which is based on the appropriate criteria.  
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A globally recognized approach to quality assurance of distance learning is using complementary 
systems from internal and external forms of monitoring and evaluation carried out under standardized 
rules, methodologies and procedures. Worldwide, a number of specialised independent institutions 
(ISO, CEN, Quality Matters, ACODE, ENQA, EFQUEL, EDEN, EADL, AAOU, ODLQC, CHEA, DEAC, 
etc.) are involved in the development of standards, specifications and guidelines for quality evaluation 
of distance learning and promoting excellence in distance learning and cooperation between 
institutions. Moreover, according to the latest work of ENQA and EADTU [21] on quality assurance in 
blended and online education the quality assurance agencies and institutions in the European Higher 
Education Area consider as a key issue the quality assurance in e-learning, no matter in which form of 
teaching it is integrated – whether in the form of distance learning or blended learning or other. For 
example, the National Evaluation and Accreditation Agency (NEAA) in Bulgaria is applying a specially 
developed Guidelines and criteria for assessment of distance learning [22] on two levels – on a 
university level in general or on a separate professional field level. The evaluation of distance learning 
is done in two stages. During the first stage, NEAA evaluates the established organization and 
environment for conducting and maintaining distance learning. Only institutions that have received a 
positive assessment on stage 1. (according to the criteria in Section I. Criteria for evaluation of the 
organization and the environment for conducting the distance learning in a higher education institution) 
and have accredited respective professional field (according the Criteria system for programme 
accreditation of professional fields and majors from the regulated professions [23]) can be evaluated 
during the second stage (according to criteria in Section II. Criteria for evaluation of distance learning 
in a major in an accredited professional field). Higher education institutions cannot train students in 
distance learning in a major, which has not been evaluated by NEAA. Moreover, according to the 
agency's criteria system for evaluation of distance learning, each higher education institution should 
maintain an internal system for quality assurance of distance learning and periodically to collect, 
analyse and use students’ opinion of the learning process to enhance the quality of learning. 

The paper presents a study in this area conducted for the needs of the distance learning provision of a 
Bulgarian higher education institution. The study consists in conducting a thorough analysis, of the 
well-established models for quality evaluation of online learning and developing on its basis a 
complete comprehensive model for quality evaluation of distance learning offered by the university. 
Moreover, the model takes into account the national Guidelines and criteria for assessment of 
distance learning and traditions and good practices for quality evaluation at the institution. To test the 
applicability of the model five questionnaires have been created on its basis for distance learning 
quality evaluation on different levels and from different perspectives. As an example of the applicability 
testing, summarised results of an anonymous survey conducted using one of these questionnaires are 
presented in the paper. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
The core of the distance learning assessment methodology applied at the university is an especially 
developed comprehensive distance learning quality model. 

The model allows a two-level evaluation of the distance learning quality – the quality of a separate 
distance learning course and the quality in the frame of a whole distance programme. It includes 84 
specific indicators (see Table 1.) that reflect different stages and components of a distance learning 
process broken down into 10 quality criteria as follows: 

• Criteria 1. Documentation – 12 indicators (1.1. to 1.12.), of which 11 allow evaluation of a 
separate distance learning course and 7 – of a whole distance programme; 

• Criteria 2. Provision team – 4 indicators (2.1. to 2.4.), of which 2 allow evaluation of a separate 
distance learning course and 4 – of a whole distance programme; 

• Criteria 3. Infrastructure – 5 indicators (3.1. to 3.5.), all of which allow evaluation of a separate 
distance learning course and evaluation of a whole distance programme; 

• Criteria 4. Preparation and delivering – 17 indicators (4.1. to 4.17.), of which 17 allow evaluation 
of a separate distance learning course and 15 – of a whole distance programme; 

• Criteria 5. Information provision – 5 indicators (5.1. to 5.5.), all of which allow evaluation of a 
separate distance learning course and evaluation of a whole distance programme; 

• Criteria 6. Learning materials and activities – 18 indicators (6.1.to 6.18.), of which 10 allow 
evaluation of a separate distance learning course and 15 – of a whole distance programme; 
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• Criteria 7. Communication – 3 indicators (7.1. to 7.3.), all of which allow evaluation of a separate 
distance learning course and evaluation of a whole distance programme; 

• Criteria 8. Assessment – 7 indicators (8.1. to 8.7.), all of which allow evaluation of a separate 
distance learning course and evaluation of a whole distance programme; 

• Criteria 9. Support system – 10 indicators (9.1.to 9.10.), all of which allow evaluation of a 
separate distance learning course and 7 – of a whole distance programme; 

• Criteria 10. Design – 3 indicators (10.1. to 10.3.), all of which allow evaluation of a separate 
distance learning course and evaluation of a whole distance programme; 

Table 1. Model for quality evaluation of distance learning. 

Criteria Distance 
learning 
course 

Distance 
programme № Indicator 

1. DOCUMENTATION 

 

1.1. The learning objectives (development of competences, habits and attitudes, 
knowledge and skills, etc.) of the units/each learning course are clearly defined. ü ü 

1.2. Students know in advance the knowledge and skills they acquire at 
particular stages of the training and after successfully completing the 
course/distance programme. 

ü ü 

1.3. The course/courses documentation includes information on the methods 
used: methodological approaches and forms of cooperation; media type (text, 
animation, sound, video, etc.), educational technologies. 

ü ü 

1.4. There is a learning schedule that includes the main topics of the course/all 
courses, evaluation forms, dates with important events (deadlines for 
assignments, attendance classes, exams, etc.). 

ü ü 

1.5. Educational goals can be achieved with the methods, resources, activities 
and resources typical for distance learning. ü ü 

1.6. Educational goals and course documentation correspond to the established 
curriculum ü  

1.7. The syllabus of the course/courses are adapted for students with special 
educational needs ü ü 

1.8. The learning content and information sources are contemporary and reflect 
the current state of science and practice ü  

1.9. The syllabus and the learning content provide good preparation for future 
professional realization ü  

1.10. The curriculum provides good preparation for future professional 
realization  ü 

1.11. The characteristics of the course allow it to be conducted in distance 
learning ü  

1.12. The learning outcomes of the distance learning course are comparable to 
those in a traditional course. ü  

2. PROVISION TEAM 

 

2.1. There is a list of team members with clear roles (e.g. author, lecturer, tutor, 
evaluator, administrator, etc.) and responsibilities (e.g. training, administration, 
conducting exams, maintenance of technical and communication tools, etc.). 

ü ü 

2.2. There is a qualified team that organizes and conducts training, incl. 
administrators (for logistical provision, for communication between 'student-
teacher' and assessment procedures) and technical team (for support of 
hardware, communication and software systems) 

 ü 

2.3. The workload of team members for conducting, providing and administering 
the training is specified ü ü 

2.4. The members of the team that organizes and conducts training are 
competent in the field of the relevant programme and the methodology for 
organizing and conducting the distance training. 

 ü 
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3. INFRASTRUCTURE 

 

3.1. There are technical and communication tools that adequately support 
distance learning and they are used intensively ü ü 

3.2. There are instructions and a support system that defines the access to 
virtual resources and activities. ü ü 

3.3. There is an integrated database of students’ personal data and data on 
students participation in distance learning courses/distance programme ü ü 

3.4. There is a guide for organizing the access to available information 
resources. ü ü 

3.5. LMS is suitable for course methods and for all users ü ü 
4. PREPARATION AND DELIVERING 

 

4.1. Students have been instructed about the specifics of the current distance 
learning course/distance learning and how to use the LMS ü ü 

4.2. Students have been involved in activities to establish the entry level of their 
knowledge and skills in terms of course/courses' content ü ü 

4.3. The learning process is customized according to students’ educational 
needs ü ü 

4.4. Student have the opportunity to determine the time, place and pace of 
training ü ü 

4.5. There has been a consultation on students’ interests in the science field of 
the distance learning course/distance programme ü ü 

4.6. The distance learning course/courses encourage students to learn actively. ü ü 
4.7. The distance learning course/courses encourage students to conduct their 
own research and develop their learning skills. ü ü 

4.8. The learning course/courses require students to consider, evaluate, and 
provide feedback on the learning content. ü ü 

4.9. Measures have been taken to prevent plagiarism (informing students, using 
plagiarism software, etc.). ü ü 

4.10. The workload and the schedule are in line with the students' requirements 
and expectations ü ü 

4.11. Students have been provided with advance technological training for 
passing specific courses ü ü 

4.12. The course/distance programme supports the development and interaction 
of learning communities ü ü 

4.13. There is an Information on the nature, content and technical requirements 
of the course/courses ü ü 

4.14. A significant part of the learning process is done by remote forms, learning 
resources, activities and objects, communication tools, software modules, etc. 
provided by remote servers with guaranteed high speed access 

ü ü 

4.15. Online methods of teaching and learning in the course are appropriate for 
mastering the learning content ü  

4.16. The way for conducting distance learning and access to virtual resources 
and activities are adequate and in accordance with the published instructions ü ü 

4.17. Workload is sufficient to achieve the learning goals ü  
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5. INFORMATION PROVISION 

 

5.1. Information sources are suitable for distance learning and they are 
permanently available for students. ü ü 

5.2. Students are provided with access to various resources, activities and 
services you choose in the order they specify. ü ü 

5.3. There is a process or mechanism that provides new learning activities and 
tasks according to students’ progress and achievements ü ü 

5.4. The training requires intensive participation and use of data sources in LMS   ü ü 
5.5. There is a system for access to learning resources and activities, libraries 
and information sources that ensures the effective achievement of educational 
goals. 

ü ü 

6. LEARNING MATERIALS AND ACTIVITIES 

 

6.1. Learning materials and activities are presented in an appropriate and 
understandable way. They are delivered dynamically with reliable technology.  ü 

6.2. Learning materials and activities are sufficiently meaningful and 
comprehensive to achieve the goals set. ü ü 

6.3. Learning materials are accompanied by specially developed instructions for 
their use ü ü 

6.4. The learning tasks/assignments are clearly formulated and contain detailed 
instructions (if necessary). ü ü 

6.5. The learning content is personalized (depending on student’s individual 
capabilities, competencies and needs) ü ü 

6.6. Learning materials and activities are designed with a sufficient degree of 
interactivity and actively engage students and provide an objective assessment 
of students’ knowledge and skills. 

ü ü 

6.7. Learning activities encourage students to learn actively. ü ü 
6.8. The learning course/courses provide materials for students with special 
educational needs. ü ü 

6.9. The learning content is up-to-date and reflects the current state of science 
and practice. ü ü 

6.10. Learning materials for self-study have been developed with appropriate 
methodology, corresponding to the specifics of the distance programme and 
distance learning. 

ü  

6.11. Learning materials and methods are well-suited to achieve the educational 
goals set ü  

6.12. Learning materials reflect modern knowledge and practices and are 
updated regularly. ü  

6.13. The organization, representation and access to learning materials are in 
accordance with pre-announced rules ü ü 

6.14. Learning materials are tailored to the students' competencies. ü  
6.15. Copyright is respected when using free resources ü  
6.16. Educational strategies are appropriate for training and are tailored to 
students' competencies 

ü  

6.17. The educational strategies used effectively help students to achieve the 
educational goals 

ü  

6.18. The learning schedule and student activity are monitored and checked. ü  
7. COMMUNICATION 

 

7.1. The learning course/courses provide different forms of synchronous and 
asynchronous communication, individual and group interactions between 
students and teachers. 

ü ü 

7.2. The teacher/tutor is available for advice and help through synchronous and 
asynchronous communication ü ü 

7.3. Online communication is sufficient and ensures students’ participation in the 
online trainees' community. ü ü 
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8. ASSESSMENT 

 

8.1. Assessment, self-assessment and mutual (collegial) evaluation are 
foreseen. ü ü 

8.2. Self-study materials are accompanied by self-assessment tests and 
feedback ü ü 

8.3. The learning course/courses include an interim assessment and a summary 
assessment. The overall assessment is well-founded, categorical and impartial. ü ü 

8.4. There are measures to verify students’ identity during the training process 
(including identification in online communication and testing) ü ü 

8.5. Feedback on (self-)assessment is timely and allows students to track their 
progress in the learning process. ü ü 

8.6. Forms of testing adequately assess students’ knowledge and skills ü ü 
8.7. There is an assessment system, including means of control and 
transparency of examination procedures. ü ü 

9. SUPPORT SYSTEM 

 

9.1. Students have a clear idea of the course/courses' content and what are the 
expectations to them (including information about technical requirements, 
necessary knowledge and skills, used training methods, assessment 
requirements, etc.). 

ü ü 

9.2. Students get clear and up-to-date information about the services available 
to them and how these services can be accessed. Students know who and how 
(phone, e-mail) to contact to get information and / or technical help, methodical 
advice, and hence along. 

ü ü 

9.3. Students receive support and adequate methodological assistance when 
they are encountering difficulties in the learning process. ü ü 

9.4. Consultation and guidance opportunities are provided in accordance with 
students’ individual characteristics (entry level of knowledge, past achievements, 
employment, etc.). 

ü ü 

9.5. Students get promptly, informally and thoroughly answers to their questions. ü ü 
9.6. Feedback provided by the tutor is timely, targeted, and useful for learning. ü ü 
9.7. There are additional learning materials, recommended literature, 
pedagogical guides and other forms of support that meet the specific difficulties 
of the distance learning. 

ü ü 

9.8. Tutors are appointed to provide support and guidance to students during the 
learning process. 

ü  

9.9. Personal support/guidance is provided to students having low results in 
order to achieve the learning goals 

ü  

9.10. A methodology to support students who do not achieve satisfactory 
progress in the distance learning course is provided 

ü  

10. DESIGN 

 

10.1. Learning resources and activities are convenient and easy to use. They 
have intuitive design and navigation. ü ü 

10.2. The interface allows students to track their progress in the learning 
process. ü ü 

10.3. Various media and technologies (suitable for distance learning) are used 
for the representation of learning resources and learning activities conducting ü ü 

The core of the distance learning assessment methodology applied at the university is an especially 
developed comprehensive distance learning quality model. 

The above model allows the implementation of a harmonious quality assurance methodology of the 
distance learning provision at the university as it enables to take into account the opinion of all related 
stakeholders (students, experts in distance learning, etc.). To test the applicability of the model five 
questionnaires have been created on its basis for distance learning quality evaluation on different 
levels and from different perspectives: 

• Questionnaire 1. Quality evaluation of distance learning programme (by students); 
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• Questionnaire 2. Quality evaluation of distance learning programme (by students); 

• Questionnaire 3. Quality evaluation of distance learning course (by experts in distance 
learning); 

• Questionnaire 4. Quality evaluation of distance learning course (by experts in distance 
learning); 

• Questionnaire 5. Quality evaluation of distance learning course (by employers); 

Each of these questionnaires contains questions divided into three sections. The questions in Section 
1. Aim to determine the profile of respondents: gender and age. Section 2. Includes a list of 
statements formulated on the basis of these quality indicators that can be evaluated by the relevant 
stakeholder (students, experts in distance learning, employers). For example, the questionnaire for 
quality evaluation of distance programme by students include statements formulated of the basis of 
the following indicators: 

• Criteria 1. Documentation – indicators 1.1., 1.2., 1.3, 1.4.; 

• Criteria 2. Provision team – indicators 2.1.; 
• Criteria 3. Infrastructure – indicators 3.1., 3.2., 3.3., 3.4.; 
• Criteria 4. Preparation and delivering – indicators 4.1., 4.2., 4.3., 4.4., 4.5., 4.6., 4.7., 4.8., 4.9., 

4.10., 4.11.; 

• Criteria 5. Information provision – indicators 5.1., 5.2., 5.3., 5.4.; 
• Criteria 6. Learning materials and activities – indicators 6.1., 6.2., 6.3., 6.4., 6.5., 6.6., 6.7., 6.8., 

6.9.; 

• Criteria 7. Communication – indicators 7.1., 7.2., 7.3.; 

• Criteria 8. Assessment – indicators 8.1., 8.2., 8.3., 8.4., 8.5., 8.6.; 
• Criteria 9. Support system - indicators 9.1., 9.2., 9.3., 9.4., 9.5., 9.6., 9.7.; 

• Criteria 10. Design – indicators 10.1., 10.2. 

Respondents should state the extent to which they agree with formulated statements on the 5-point 
Likert-type scale in which 1 means Strongly Disagree (SD), 2 – Disagree (D), 3 – Neutral (N), 4 – 
Agree (A) and 5 – Strongly Agree (SA). The evaluation of each composite indicator (criteria) is 
obtained as the sum of the indicators’ evaluations. Sections 3 contains an open-ended question, which 
allows respondents to make recommendations for quality improvement of the evaluated object 
(distance learning course or distance programme).  

A specially developed software application is used to collect, process and analyse the data from the 
surveys. This application allows users to track and evaluate the quality of the course and in distance 
programmes in real time and provides the related quantitative data in different levels of 
generalization – in the level of a separate course, or a whole distance programme, or all distance 
programmes. The results obtained are relevant to the stakeholders and allow: 

• the authors of a distance learning course to improve its quality at the design stage after 
evaluation by experts in distance learning; 

• the authors of a distance learning course to make changes in the course in order to improve its 
quality after the course has been conducted in real situations and evaluated by students; 

• the Heads of distance learning programme to ensure the overall quality of training in the 
programme; 

• the Heads of Centre for Distance Learning and quality managers to monitor and ensure the 
overall quality of training distance learning programmes. 

3 RESULTS 
As an example of the model applicability testing, summarised results of an anonymous survey 
conducted using one of these questionnaires is presented in this section.  
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The survey aims to explore the students’ opinion about the quality of training in a distance learning 
programme after their graduation in 2017 and 2018 years. All students who have completed a 
Master's degree in e-Learning completed anonymous questionnaires to evaluate the quality of their 
training. Fig.1. presents the average grades given on each criteria by graduate students in 2017 and 
2018 years.  

The results of the survey conducted during the pilot training in the distance programme e-Learning in 
2016/2017 indicate that students are satisfied with the distance learning programme. They gave 
average grades on all criteria around or above 4 (see Fig. 1.). The highest average grade students 
gave to Criteria 5. Information Support and Criteria 6. Learning materials and activities (an average 
grade 4.57). The only one criteria with an average grade below 4 is Criteria 9. Support system (an 
average grade 3.92). 

The results obtained and the opinions expressed were analysed by the head of the Regional Centre 
for Distance Learning and the head of the distance learning and taken into account in preparing, 
updating and conducting the training during the next school year (2017-2018). 

Graduate students in the next school year (2017-2018) gave very high average grades on all criteria 
(above 4.50). They gave the highest possible grades on two criteria - Criteria 1. Documentation and 
Criteria 2. Provision team. The most significant is the difference in grades on Criteria 2. Provision team 
(from an average grade 4.18 in 2017 to the highest possible grade 5 in 2018) and Criteria 9. Support 
system (from an average grade 3.92 in 2017 to an average grade 4.69 in 2018), and the smallest in 
the average grade on Criteria 6. Learning materials and activities (an average grade 4.57). Higher 
grades on all criteria show that the measures taken after the previous evaluation have led to an 
improvement in the satisfaction of the students with the training. 

 
Figure 1. Average results for 2016/2017 and 2017/2018. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The main theoretical contribution of this paper is the proposed comprehensive model for quality 
evaluation of distance learning from different stakeholders’ point of view (students, experts in distance 
learning, quality managers, employers, etc.) by assessing the quality of a separate course and the 
quality in the frame of a whole distance learning programme at different stages of their lifecycle - from 
their design to their conduction.  

Five questionnaires have been created on its basis for distance learning quality evaluation on different 
levels and from different perspectives. Summarised results of anonymous surveys conducted using 
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one of these questionnaires in 2017 and 2018 years proves the relevance of the model for improving 
the quality of distance learning. The results obtained can be presented as an evidence for evaluating 
students’ satisfaction in external evaluation of the quality distance learning conducted by NEAA. 

The proposed comprehensive approach for quality assurance and developed models are applicable 
for any higher education institution. 
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