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Abstract 

The Distance Education mode allows learners to impose their own time limits on col
lecting credits for diploma / degree programmes. Thus, students in the English language 
programmes at The Open University of Sri Lanka (OUSL) can choose the timeframe during 
which they participate in academic activities, complete the continous assessment compo
nent and sit for the final examination. 

Informal observations over the years, as indicated by the comparison of student num
bers enrolled for the programme with the number that sat for thefinal examination within 
the same academic year, seem to suggest that students in the English for Technology 
programme (part 2) defer completion of the programme, Le. do not complete academic ac
tivities uninterrupted. 

This study is an outcome of perusal of data undertaken to establish learner status 
with regard to postponement of academic activities, le. to find out whether learners choose 
to stop out - withdraw voluntarily and resume activities at a later date and, if so, at what 
stage of the programme they opt to do so. Also to evaluate the impact such self-imposed 
delays have on successful completion of the programme. Learner status was considered in 
relation to completing the Continous Assessment (CA) component and the Final Examina
tion (FE). The data reveals that a majority of learners do avail themselves of this flexibility 
in terms of time offered in Open & Distance Learning (O & DL) and choose to postpone 
completion of academic activities. The data also suggests that students who postpone are 
more likely to stop out after completing the CA. The study also appears to indicate how
ever, that the learners most likely to succeed are those who continue academic activities 
without interruptions. 

This paper was submitted for publication to the unpublished OUSL Journal. 2003 
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Postponement as a Strategy 

1. Introduction 

"In the distance education system admission to courses arejlexible. a student can 
leave and rejoin at any time and offer courses in parts at his own pace" 

(Ismail, 1997:37) 

This flexibility in terms of permitting the learner to control her/his learning sched
ule by being responsible for her own time management is a characteristic of the dis
tance education system hailed by many as an advantage (Von Prommer, 1994). It is 
considered advantageous since, in any adult education programme, the student role is 
Just one of the many roles and responsibilities competing for the adult student's time 
and attention. 

As adults are largely voluntary participants, stopping out i.e. interrupting one's 
studies for some reason, from one or more cycles, withdrawing and returning is consid
ered typical (Kerka ,1995). For instance, Eckland (1964) found that 70 percent of stu
dents in Illinois, USA, returned to college while Griesbach et. a l . (1977) found that about 
one-third of drop-outs in the Federal Republic of Germany took up their studies again. 

In keeping with this precept of Open and Distance teaching, the programmes avail
able at the Open University of Sri Lanka (OUSL) too offer a degree of flexibility to stu
dents not usually found in the conventional universities in Sri Lanka. The flexibility 
permits students to collect credits for diploma/ degree programmes without imposing 
time limits. It also allows students who have completed the continous assessment (CA) 
component to postpone taking final evaluation indefinitely. Therefore, although there 
are prescribed times for handing In assignments, examinations etc., the learner is free 
to choose to proceed with a programme continously or with interruptions as circum
stances allow1. All these measures have been adopted by OUSL in the belief that it facili
tates and aids the adult learner who copes with professional and social responsibilities 
while studying. 

There are, however, no previous studies carried out at OUSL which show how many 
learners following English language programmes, avail themselves of this aspect of 
flexibility, i.e. stopping out, and the impact it has on their successful completion. It has, 
nonetheless, been observed at an informal level by the Department of Language Studies 
which offers programmes in English language that a large number of students who reg
ister for the ESP2 programmes do not complete the CA component within the year of 
enrolment. It has also been observed that students who do complete the CA and gain 
eligibility do not sit the final examination in the year they obtained eligibility. It has also 
been the impression that many of those who postpone sitting the final examination fail 
when they eventually do so. 

1 The reasons for interrupting studies have been well researched internationally as well as in Sri 
Lanka (Ismail :1997. Kirka :1995. Dirkx & Jha :1994 ) 

2 English for Specific Purposes 
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This preliminary investigation was undertaken in order to find out whether these 
impressions are factually supported. Since these observations have been made repeat
edly with regard to the English for Technology Programme, it was decided to select the 
Part 2 course of this programme as a case in point for this investigation. 

2. English Programmes at OUSL 

All four faculties of the OUSL, viz. Humanities and Social Sciences (HSS), Engineer
ing Technology (E-Tech) and Natural Sciences (NSJ have posited English as a mandatory 
requirement for all Bachelors degrees as well as for certain Diploma / Certificate 
programmes, in the belief that English language skills are necessary for the use of edu
cational resources (which are available only in English) and for post qualification career 
purposes3. To meet this requirement, the Department of Language Studies (LSD) offers 
English language programmes catering to the specialized needs of students registered 
for degree/diploma programmes in the different faculties of the OUSL. 

The course selected for the purpose of this study - English for Technology Part 2 (LSC 2201) is the 
final level of the ESP Programme in English for Technology4 offered by LSD to students following 
degree / diploma programmes in the Faculty of Engineering Technology. 

The English for Technology Programme (E-Tcch) consists of three one third credit courses viz: 
Beginners, Part 1 and Part 2. The courses are structured progressively with the higher level courses 
building on skills taught at the previous level. Students are assigned to the different courses according to 
the scores obtained at a grading test (GT) in English administered at enrolment. The test is designed to 
evaluate the candidates proficiency in the different English language skills deemed necessary for pursing 
a degree in the English medium. 

"the linguistic skills tested in the CTs reflect the views of the academic staff at 
OUSL. Surveys conducted by LSD had established that what staff recognized as 
vital were the skills of Reading and Writing (at higher academic levelsf 

(Raheem and Ratwatte 1997:8) 

Those who obtain a score of less than 20 at the GT are assigned to Beginners 
Course and those who obtain between 20 - 49 (inclusive) are registered for Part 1 while 
those who score between 50 -69 are assigned to Part 2. (Those scoring 70 or more are 
exempted from English language). Students are expected to register for the English course 
to which they have been assigned, at the time they enroll for the main programme of 
study in Engineering Technology. Those who are assigned to beginners would therefore 
take a minimum of three years while those who are selected for PI and P2 should take 
two and one year respectively to complete the English for Technology programme, if they 
do not fail. 

3 At the time this study was carried out English was mandatory. Since 2002 however. English has 
been made an opUonai subject for the Degree in Engineering. 

4 Part 2. English for Technology (s mandatory for all students who enrolled for programmes in Engl 
neerlng up to the year 2000. 
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This preliminary investigation was undertaken in order to find out whether these 
impressions are factually supported. Since these observations have been made repeat
edly with regard to the English for Technology Programme, it was decided to select the 
Part 2 course of this programme as a case in point for this investigation. 

3. English Programmes at OUSL 

All three faculties of the OUSL, viz. Humanities and Social Sciences (HSS), Engi
neering Technology (E-Tech) and Natural Sciences (NS) have posited English as a man
datory requirement for all Bachelors degrees as well as for certain Diploma / Certificate 
programmes, in the belief that English language skills are necessary for the use of edu
cational resources (which are available only in English) and for post qualification career 
purposes3. To meet this requirement, the Department of Language Studies (LSD) offers 
English language programmes catering to the specialized needs of students registered 
for degree/diploma programmes in the different faculties of the OUSL. 

The course selected for the purpose of this stud) - English for Technology Pan 2 (LSC 2201) is the final 
level of the ESP Programme in English for Technology4 offered by LSD to students following degree / 
diploma programmes in the Faculty of Engineering Technology. 

The English for Technology Programme (E-Tech) consists of three one third credit courses viz: Beginners, 
Part 1 and Part 2. The courses arc structured progressively with the higher level courses building on skills 
taught at the previous level. Students are assigned to the different courses according to the scores obtained 
at a grading test (GT) in English administered at enrolment. The test is designed to evaluate (he candidates 
proficiency in the different English language skills deemed necessary for pursing a degree in the English 
medium. 

"the linguistic skills tested in the GTs reflect the views of the academic staff at 
OUSL. Surveys conducted by LSD had established that what staff recognized as 
vital were the skills of Reading and Writing (at higher academic levelsf 

(Raheem and Ratwatte 1997:8) 

Those who obtain a score of less than 20 at the GT are assigned to Beginners 
Course and those who obtain between 20 - 49 (inclusive) are registered for Part 1 while 
those who score between 50 -69 are assigned to Part 2. (Those scoring 70 or more are 
exempted from English language). Students are expected to register for the English course 
to which they have been assigned, at the time they enroll for the main programme of 
study in Engineering Technology. Those who are assigned to beginners would therefore 
take a minimum of three years while those who are selected for PI and P2 should take 
two and one year respectively to complete the English for Technology programme, if they 
do not fail. 

3 at the time this study was carried out English was mandatory. Since 2002 however. English has 
been made an optional subject for the Degree in Engineering. 

4 Part 2. English for Technology Is mandatory for all students who enrolled for programmes in Engi 
neering up to the year 2000. 
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The Part 2 course (LSC 2201) is the level which students are mandatorily required 
to complete in order to obtain their Degree in Engineering Technology. Students who 
register for this course, are either those who have completed the Part 1 course or those 
who have obtained a score between 50 - 69 at the grading test in English. Hence, 
learners in this course though possessing the basic skills in English language are those 
who require assistance at higher levels, for example, with organizational patterns of 
academic texts pertaining to the discipline, language required for the analysis of graphs 
and charts and developing and organizing longer texts etc. 

At each level students are provided with Course materials and 36 hours of face-to-
face interaction (12 sessions) extending over a period of six months. Student perfor
mance in all programmes at OUSL is evaluated by means of Continous Assessment (CA) 
and Final Evaluation (FE) which in the case of E-Tech takes the form of a final examina
tion. In order to sit the FE. students are required to obtain eligibility by achieving 40 
percent or more at the CA. In the E-Tech Programme (as with all English language 
programmes offered by LSD) the CA consists of three Revision Tests (RT) conducted at 
regular intervals through the academic year and eligibility is computed by taking into 
consideration the average of the 2 best scores obtained in the Revision Tests. The FE 
consists of a written paper. 

4. The Study 

The aim of this preliminary study was to find out. using existing data, how many 
students take longer than the minimum three years to complete the English programme 
and, the status of those who postpone completion with regard to CA, Eligibility and the 
Final Examination. Also to observe if any trend / relationship exists between the length 
of time taken and successful completion. 

Figure 1 
Research Design 
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Using available data, the study first categorized students according to their status 
with regard to CA (see figure 1), i.e. 

1) whether / how many students had attempted the CA component, and 

2) if they had attempted, the percentage that obtained eligibility and did not obtain 
eligibility. 

The next focus was learner status with regard to the final examination (FE), i.e. 

3) how many of those who had successfully completed the CA component attempted 
the FE , and 

4) how many of those who attempted the FE were successful. 

As shown in Figure 1 these analyses were carried out in relation to the year of 
enrolment in the main programme. 

5. Overall Status 

A total of 236 students were registered for the E-Tech Part 2 course (E-Tech P2) in 
the academic year 1999/2000. As was mentioned. OUSL does not impose time limits for 
the completion of a programme. However, it is anticipated that students will complete 
the English programme within the first 3 years of the degree programme which takes a 
minimum of 8 years. 

As a first step, in order to find out the length of time learners in the P2 course had 
spent at OUSL, we looked at student numbers in terms of the year of enrolment in the 
main technology programme, viz. the diploma or degree in Engineering Technology. 

Figure 2 shows the number of students in the programme according to year of 
registration. 
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Figure 2 
Number of Students in the Programme 

According to Year of Enrolment (LSE 2201) 

Since students register for English only after they enroll for a programme at the 
Faculty of Engineering, it can be assumed from the data in Figure 2 that students en
rolled in the P2 course of 1999/2000 initially enrolled for a technology programme dur
ing the period of 1983 - 1999. Figure 2 also shows that the largest number of students 
are those who registered in the year 1994 with those who registered in 1993 forming the 
next largest group. 

It can be seen that although the majority of students who are in P2 are those who 
enrolled 5-6 years previously for a programme in technology, there are also students 
who registered 15-16 years ago who have yet to complete the last level of the three year 
English programme. 

In order to obtain a picture of the status of these learners in relation to CA and FE 
we looked at the completion ratios of CA and FE of all 236. The data are as shown in 
figure 3 and table 1. 
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Figure 3 

As can be observed from Figure 3. 82.2 % have chosen to participate in academic 
activities (those eligible and those who attempted CA but could not gain eligibility) 
while 17.8% have chosen not to 5. Figure 3 also shows that 64.4 % of the students 
enrolled in the course have successfully completed the CA and obtained eligibility to sit 
the final examination. 

In order to see how many of these students who successfully completed the CA 
component chose to continue without interruption and how many opted to postpone 
taking the final examination, we next looked at the numbers that sat for the final 
examination. Table 1 below sets out the status of those who obtained eligibility in 
relation to the FE. 

Table 1 
Student status as at Final Examination 1999/2000 (TECH -Part 2) 
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No CA 
Not 

Eligible Eligible 
Did not sit 

for FE 
Sat for 

FE Pass Fail 

Frequency 236 42 42 152 78 74 39 35 

% from total 100% 17.89? 17.8% 64.4% 33.1% 31.4% 16.5% 14.8% 
% from those 
Eligible 51.3% 48.7% 25.7% 23% 
% from those 
who sat for FE 57.7% 47.3% 

5 Some of these could be those w h o have dropped out of the main programme while others may have 
chosen to postpone taking the English component. The data available at present is insufficient to 
distinguish between these two categories 
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Table 1 and Figure 3 show that although 64.4 percent of the students have eligibility. 
51.3 percent of these opted not to sit for the final examination. Since these students 
have chosen to interrupt their studies or 're-start their courses at a later date and complete 
them' (Ismail 1997:38) they can be considered stop-outs. Thus, the overall data seems to 
substantiate the informal impression held by LSD as regards the large number of learners 
in the ESP courses who postpone sitting for the FE. 

It was noted that student enrolment in the main programme spans sixteen years. In 
order to see whether this trend of deferring sitting for the final examination is common to 
all students, we looked at the FE status with regard to year of enrolment. 

For this purpose we assigned learners to 3 groups according to whether they had 
been in the technology programme for (a) ten or more years, (b) less than ten but more 
than five years and (c) less than five years. Figure 4 below sets out the number of 
students in each of the groups and Figure 5 their status with regard to CA and FE. 

Figure 4 
Percentage of Students in Course 

According to No. of Years Since Enrolment 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 
Percentage 

It can be seen from Figure 4 that the majority of students in the P2 course are those 
who enrolled in the technology programme more than five but less than ten years ago. 
12.29% however comprise those who enrolled over 10 years ago 6. 

We next looked at the CA and FE status of these students in relation to period of 
enrolment. (Figure 5 and Table 2) 

91 



Postponement as a Strategy 

Table 2 
The CA and FE Status of Students in Each Group 

Time since registration CA Status Final Examination Status 

(No. of students) No CA Not 
Eligible 

Eligible Did not sit 
FE 

Sat for FE 

10 or more years 
(29) 17.24% 6.90% 75.86% 34.48% 41.38% 

% from those eligible 
45.45% 54.55% 

Less than 10 more 
than 5 years 
(113) 

13.27% 9.73% 76.99% 41.59% 35.40% 

% from those eligible 
54.02% 45 98% 

Less than 5 years 
(94) 23.40% 30.85% 45.74% 22.34% 23.40% 

% from those eligible 48.84% 51.16% 

Figure 5 
Status of Students According to Number of Years Since Enrolment 

• 10 or more yrs| 

• Less than 10 
more than 5 
yrs 

• Less than 5 
yrs 

No CA Not Eligible ible Did not si! FE Sal (or FE 

b Although the distance mode permits llexibilily. it would be interesting to line] out in a iuture study 
why students w h o enrolled more than 10 years ago have still not completed the last levelof the 
English programme. 
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Table 2 shows that approximately 17 percent of students who enrolled in the 
technology programme 10 or more years ago, do not have CA in English. These can be 
considered to have dropped out of the programme. On the other hand, 75.86 percent 
have obtained eligibility while 6.9 percent have failed to do so. The data also shows that 
even though more than 75 percent of this group have successfully completed the CA 
component, 45.45 percent of these students did not sit for the final examination (see 
table 2). Thus, it appears that even learners who have been In the technology programme 
for over ten years continue to avail themselves of the flexibility offered by the DE mode 
and choose not to complete the English component. It also shows that a large number 
(more than 40 percent) stop-out between the completion of the CA and sitting for the FE. 

When we consider the second group, those who registered more than five but less 
than 10 years ago. the picture with regard to the CA component (No CA. not Eligible and 
Eligible) is not very different to that of the first group although the percentage that have 
not participated in academic activities is lower. It is interesting to note that of the three 
groups, it is from this group that the highest percentage of learners have chosen to 
participate in academic activities (CA). Particularly interesting in view of the fact that 
this group comprises the majority (see Figure 4). Although the overall picture with 
regard to CA is similar hi the two groups the same cannot be said with regard to partici
pation In the FE (see Figure 5). It can be observed that whereas a higher percentage of 
students from those eligible in the first group sat for the FE, a higher percentage from 
the second group did not sit for the FE. In other words, a higher percentage of those who 
enrolled between five to ten years ago chose to stop-out between the CA and the FE. This 
appears to suggest that the ratio of students choosing to postpone sitting for the FE is 
inverse to the time lapse since registration. Since students take a minimum of eight 
years to complete the BSc in Engineering Technology, it would be interesting to find out 
If the delay Is linked in any way to their progress In the main programme. This data 
appears to suggest that students defer completing their English until they have reached 
a particular level in the main programme. This is however, conjecture at this stage. 

Figure 5 shows the most recently registered group as having the highest proportion 
of learners who have failed to gain eligibility. (however, as stated earlier we do not know 
how many are failures and how many have dropped out from the main programme). 

Since this group also has the highest percentage without CA it can be surmised 
from the pattern exhibited by the other two groups that these students too are postpon
ing the completion of the CA. In this group 48.84 percent from those eligible did not sit 
for the FE. It can also be seen from Figure 5 that the percentage of those who sat for the 
FE decreases with the highest number being from the oldest group and the lowest from 
those registered within the last five years. 

13-2006-06-0782-OUP-500 
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To summarise, in the oldest group more than 75 percent have completed the CA 
component, but of these 45.45 percent have chosen to postpone sitting for the FE. A 
majority of learners (54.02 percent) In the second group, those who registered for the 
Technology programme more than 5 but less than 10 years ago too appear to prefer to 
complete the CA, but opt to postpone the FE. In the most recently enrolled group, nearly 
one fourth have chosen to postpone participation in any of the academic activities while 
almost half of those who did obtain eligibility (48.8 percent) chose not to attempt the 
Final Examination. Thus, while students in all three groups appear to favour postpone
ment after completion of the CA this tendency is highest among those who enrolled 
between 5-10 years ago and lowest among those who enrolled ten or more years ago. In 
other words the group most likely to complete the P2 English course are those who 
registered over 10 years ago A substantial number amongst the most recently enrolled 
group appear to prefer stopping out at the beginning, i.e. postpone participating in CA. 

Given the propensity of learners in technology to postpone sitting for the FE in 
English as well as the assumption in O & DL that such flexibility facilitates and aids the 
adult learner, it would be interesting to find out whether these self-imposed delays in-, 
deed prove advantageous. 

5. Final Examination Status 

Table 1 showed that of the 48.7 percent students who did sit the final examination, 
57.7 percent passed while 47.3 percent failed. In order to see whether the pass / fall 
ratios are linked to the time lapse since enrolment, it was decided to examine this data in 
more detail. Table 3 below sets out the data given in Table 2 but with the pass / fail 
figures 

Table 3 
The FE Status of Students In Each Group 

Time since registration CA Status Final Examination Status 

(No. of students) Eligible Did not sit 
FE 

Sat for FE Pass 
FE 

Failed 
FE 

10 or more years 
(29) 75.86% 34.48% 41.38% 24.14% 17.24% 

% from those eligible 45.45% 54.55% 31.82% 22.73% 

Less than 10 more 
than 5 years 
(113) 

76.99% 41.59% 35.40% 15.04% 20.35% 

% from those eligible 54.02% 45.98% 19.54% 26.44% 

Less than 5 years 
(94) 45.74% 22.34% 23.40% 15.96% 7.45% 

% from those eligible 48.84% 51.16% 34.88% 16.28% 
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Figure 6 
Percentage that Passed From Those Who Sat FE 
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Figure 6 above shows the percentage of students that passed/failed the FE. 

A comparison of the success and failure rate across the three groups (Figure 6 & 
Table 3) show that the highest percentage of passes have been obtained by those who 
registered within the last five years. Over 40 percent of those who enrolled ten or more 
years ago, have failed the FE, while 57.5 percent of those in the second group have also 
failed. In this group the percentage of failures is higher than the percentage of passes. 

The findings seems to suggest that although students choose to postpone sitting of 
the FE they do not benefit from the delay and, at least in this case, that the flexibility 
afforded by DE in terms of time, may in reality work against the learner. Thus, the data 
appears to confirm the informal observation that those who continue with their studies 
are more likely to pass than those who stop-out. 

Since these findings appear to counter a fundamental precept of O & DL we decided 
to study the data at a further micro level. Figure 7 below (and appendix 1) presents the 
same data according to year by year of enrolement. 
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Figure 7 
Success at the FE According to Year of Enrollment 

01 

85 87 89 90 91 92 93 94 95 97 98 99 

Year of Enrolment 

( Since the student number who enrolled in 1983 and 1986 are very low - 1 and 2 
respectively, their data was not included in the graph) 

It is worthy of note that except in the case of those who registered in 1987. all 
instances where the percentage of passes have exceeded the failures have been amongst 
those who registered in the last five years (post 1993)(figure 7). It is also of significance 
that all learners who enrolled . gained eligibility and sat for the final examination within 
the same year (1999), passed the examination (see figure 7). Thus, it appears that 
although flexibility in terms of time is permitted to the Distance Learner, those who are 
most likely to succeed, at least in terms of learning language skills, are learners who 
continue academic activities with the least number of interruptions. 

This outcome is in keeping with previous psycholinguistic research in language 
learning which shows that language regression7 occurs in response to specific social 
conditions and are simultaneously determined by constraints on human biology (Ander
son 1982. Huebner and Ferguson 1991). Typical examples of regression due to change 
in social conditions noted in language research occurs when a person ceases to study a 
foreign language or when subjects cease to use the language for meaningful communica
tion. In this instance too, it appears that students who do no keep working on their 
second language, English, regress in terms of language competence resulting in failing 
the FE even after obtaining eligibility. 
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6. Observations and Conclusion 

This investigation, prompted by certain informal observations and impressions held 
by LSD, was undertaken to find out whether the flexibility of time offered by DE works to 
the students advantage in terms of acquiring language skills. The data appears to sup
port all of the observations. 

The data confirmed the observation that almost one fourth of learners do not com
plete the CA component within the year of enrolment but, that approximately 75 % of 
those who enrolled more than five years ago, have successfully completed the CA compo
nent. 

The second observation that learners gain eligibility but do not sit the final exami
nation in the year they obtained eligibility was also supported. In other words - that a 
majority of learners obtain CA but choose to postpone sitting for the final examination. It 
was seen that the tendency to sit the FE is inverse to the lapse of time since registration. 
That is, learners who enrolled in the main programme within the last five years are the 
most likely ,to stop-out and postpone sitting for the FE while students who enrolled 10 
years previously are the most likely to sit for it. Conversely, the data also showed that the 
highest percentage of passes were amongst those who registered within the last five 
years, thus supporting the impression that the chance for failure is higher among those 
who postpone sitting the final examination. 

The study thus shows that many learners in the English for Technology Part 2 
course offered by OUSL impose their own time frame for participating in academic 
activities, viz. completing of the CA component and sitting for the FE. Although more 
rigorous investigations are needed to confirm the impact postponement has on learning 
in general and on language learning in particular, these preliminary investigations seem 
to suggest that learners do not benefit from such self-imposed delays. The study also 
raises the more fundamental question as to whether flexibility of time offered by DE, in 
reality works to the Sri Lankan students' advantage. 

7 The period during which a language is acquired is characterized in psycholinguisUcs as the period of 
progression. Similarly, the period when a language ceases to be an effective medium of communica 
tlon leading to subsequent loss is considered as Its phase of regression. 
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