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Abstract. Online learning has been considered as a paradigm shift in
education that offers a transformative approach to the acquisition of
knowledge and skills. The objectives of the study included identifying the
perceptions of e-tutors on the usage of e-tutoring by online students;
investigating the challenges encountered by students in using e-tutoring;
and recommending measures to enhance e-tutoring in the Department of
Financial Accounting at a South African university. A quantitative
research approach and a descriptive research design were used, employing
an online survey to collect data from e-tutors involved in financial
accounting modules. A total of 188 questionnaires were distributed
electronically to e-tutors in the Financial Accounting Department. Due to
unforeseen challenges, only 95 e-tutors filled out the questionnaires
completely. SPSS was used to analyze the data through the Kaiser-Meyer-
Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy and the rotated component
matrix was applied to assess the suitability of the sample for factor analysis
and to discern the underlying structure and behavioral patterns within the
data set. Findings reveal that e-tutors play a crucial role in assisting
students with module-specific problems, addressing difficult topics, and
making the course content more engaging. However, challenges such as
the need for continuous training in online communication skills and the
use of online technology tools were highlighted. Issues related to Internet
connectivity and costs also impacted the effectiveness of e-tutors. Reliable
Internet infrastructure and adequate resources are vital for addressing
these challenges. Based on the findings, the study recommends that e-
tutors engage in continuous professional development and receive
module-specific training to enhance their knowledge and skills.
Collaboration between e-tutors and lecturers should be encouraged to
foster a supportive learning environment. The study concludes that the
facilitation of e-tutoring in financial accounting modules has shown
promising outcomes in supporting students’ teaching and learning.
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1. Introduction

Open distance and e-learning (ODeL) institutions have emerged as leaders in
providing online education to students worldwide. With rapid advancements in
technology, institutions such as the University of South Africa (Unisa) have been
able to offer a wide range of courses and programs accessible to students across
different locations and time zones (Maré & Mutezo, 2021). In response to the
COVID-19 pandemic, institutions are increasingly adopting various approaches
to ensure effective teaching and learning options to achieve successful learning
outcomes. One such approach is online tutoring, or e-tutoring, which has become
more prevalent as higher education institutions (HEIs) transition to online
learning modes (Okoro et al., 2021). Unisa, as the largest distance-learning
institution in Africa, has long embraced and facilitated online tutoring to advance
knowledge and human capital (Shange, 2022). This aligns with South Africa’s
national development strategy, Vision 2030, which aims to eradicate poverty,
reduce inequality, and address unemployment (Blom, 2021). Govender (2018)
emphasized that HEIs can provide services to students who may not have access
to face-to-face interactions by employing online tutors.

As the demand for mass education increases, HEIs recognize the pivotal role of e-
tutors in meeting students” needs (Mkhlze & Davids, 2021; Ramblrltch, 2018). de
Metz and Bezuidenhout (2018) and Enwereji and van Rooyen (2023) highlighted
that lecturers perceive e-tutors as crucial role-players in enhancing the success of
any computer-mediated communication method of teaching and learning.
Technological advancements, such as networked technologies and virtual
learning environments, have significantly transformed the interaction between
students, institutions, and the learning environment, with e-tutors facilitating this
transformation (Maré & Mutezo, 2021). E-tutoring offers individualized teaching
or supervision in settings where frequent face-to-face interaction between a
teacher/supervisor and student is challenging (Ramorola, 2018). According to
Govender (2018), the primary objective of e-tutoring is to provide students with
interactive sessions in the learning environment. E-tutors can assist students in
understanding course material, answering questions, providing feedback, and
supporting them throughout their academic journey (Joubert & Snyman, 2020).
E-tutoring enhances the accessibility, flexibility, and effectiveness of online
education by offering personalized support and guidance (Liu & Li, 2020).

In a global context, e-tutoring has become an integral component of online
education, providing students with the necessary support and guidance to
succeed in their academic pursuits (Rakoma, 2018). The Department of Financial
Accounting, like many other departments at Unisa, recognizes the value of e-
tutoring and has implemented various e-tutoring programs to cater to the diverse
needs of its students. However, it is crucial to assess the perceptions of e-tutors
regarding their roles and effectiveness in the online setting to establish measures
to enhance e-tutoring. Exploring these perceptions can enable HEIs to identify
areas for improvement and make informed decisions on enhancing the e-tutoring
services offered to students. We expect that the findings of this study will provide
insights into the effectiveness of e-tutoring in the Department of Financial
Accounting and identify best practices for e-tutoring to improve students’
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learning outcomes. This study addresses a significant gap in the existing literature
by focusing on the understudied aspect of e-tutors’ perceptions of the services
they provide to the institution within the context of online education. While
numerous studies have explored the roles of e-tutors and measured the
perspectives of students on e-tutoring, there remains a noticeable dearth in
understanding how e-tutors themselves perceive their contributions to the online
learning community (Huang & Liu, 2015; Kola, 2018; Pitsoane et al., 2015). This
gap is particularly pronounced in the context of developing countries such as
South Africa, where the adoption of online learning is gaining increasing
significance. The urgency of this study is highlighted by the transformative role
that e-tutoring plays in facilitating accessibility, individualized teaching, and
effective learning outcomes. This study aims to provide insights crucial for
refining e-tutoring services, addressing challenges, and optimizing the impact of
online education, thereby contributing substantially to the field of e-learning in
the South African context. The following sections discuss the theoretical
background, research setting, research methodology, findings, and implications
of the study.

2. Theoretical Background

The theory of social constructivism posits that learning is a collaborative process
in which students and teachers engage in dialogue, ask questions, and construct
knowledge through social interactions (Shapiro, 2011). According to Dimitriadis
and Kamberelis (2006), social constructivism is a philosophy of knowledge in
communication science and sociology that emphasizes the joint venture of
understanding formed by individuals. This theory challenges traditional
constructivism by asserting that cognitive processes are influenced by social
experiences and that learning involves students integrating into a cultural group
rather than just assimilating and accepting new information (Palincsar, 1998). In
support of this assertion, Geels (2020) stated that social constructivist learning
occurs through social interaction with others. Students can construct new
knowledge and meaning from their experiences by engaging in dialogue and
collaboration (Kaufman, 2018).

Within the framework of social constructivism, three key components are
identified: social interaction, the well-informed other, and the zone of proximal
development (ZPD) (Dimitriadis & Kamberelis, 2006). Social interaction can occur
in physical settings, such as classrooms, as well as in online environments,
including e-tutoring sessions (Doukakis et al., 2020). The well-informed other
(e-tutor in this context) refers to a knowledgeable and experienced person who
can provide guidance and support to students in their learning process (Zhang &
Zhang, 2019). In the context of e-tutoring, Prestigiacomo et al. (2020) confirmed
that e-tutors serve as well-informed others who offer feedback, advice, and
resources to help students construct knowledge and meaning from their
experiences. The concept of ZPD, as asserted by Sage (2022), refers to the range of
tasks a student can perform with the guidance and support of a more
knowledgeable other but cannot accomplish independently. In e-tutoring, e-
tutors can identify students” ZPD and provide appropriate guidance and support
to help them progress beyond their current level of understanding (Pathan et al.,
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2018). Social constructivism offers a framework for understanding how e-tutors
can facilitate and support the learning process in an online environment by
focusing on these three components.

Building upon the principles of social constructivism, learning is seen as a
collaborative process that involves active participation and interaction between
students and their environment (Handrianto & Rahman, 2019). According to
Vygotsky (1978), students construct knowledge and meaning through social
interactions with others. Consistent with this viewpoint, Dimitriadis and
Kamberelis (2006) proposed that knowledge is not merely acquired but is
constructed through social interactions and experiences. In an e-learning
environment, e-tutors play a critical role in facilitating and guiding the
construction of knowledge by students. E-tutors are essential in supporting the
social constructivist theory of learning, which has demonstrated positive
outcomes (Molotsi & Goosen, 2019). E-tutors create a supportive and engaging
learning environment by providing feedback, guidance, and encouragement.
They also foster peer-to-peer interactions, encouraging students to share their
experiences and perspectives and collaborate in the construction of knowledge
(Shange, 2021). E-tutors can personalize the learning experience by offering
individualized support and guidance tailored to students” unique needs and
learning styles. They facilitate collaborations, provide scaffolding, and deliver
timely feedback (Kibuku, 2021). This personalized approach helps students to
construct meaning from their experiences, enhancing their motivation and
engagement in the learning process. The roles and effectiveness of e-tutors in an
online institution align with the principles of social constructivism, as they
promote knowledge construction, motivation, and engagement among students.

Within the online-education space, the integration of social constructivism as a
theoretical framework becomes particularly crucial and this shapes the dynamics
of virtual learning environments and the role of e-tutors. Online education, by its
nature, relies on digital platforms and asynchronous interactions, yet the
principles of social constructivism persist in emphasizing collaborative learning
through social interaction. In the digital learning space, the e-tutor serves as the
well-informed other who facilitates social interactions and guides students
through their ZPD. As students engage in dialogue and collaboration within the
online platforms, e-tutors play a pivotal role in providing personalized support,
constructive feedback, and resources to foster knowledge construction. The
principles of social constructivism, seamlessly adapted to the online-education
context, highlight the importance of e-tutors in creating an interactive and
supportive virtual-learning environment. In this paradigm, e-tutors empower
students to construct meaning collaboratively, transcending the limitations of
physical classrooms and embracing the opportunities presented by online
learning.

3. Context of the Study

Unisa is an ODeL institution that offers e-tutoring services to its students as part
of its comprehensive teaching and learning offering. As mentioned earlier, e-
tutoring is an online mode of learning adopted by Unisa to provide academic
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support to remote students alongside other support modes such as video
conferencing, email, instant messaging, and other technology interventions
possible via a digital platform (Molotsi & Goosen, 2019). Unisa utilizes the Moodle
online learning management system (LMS), which enables students to connect
with their tutors and access course materials from anywhere in the world (Unisa,
2022). E-tutoring sessions are typically scheduled in advance and are conducted
for small groups of learners. In addition to traditional e-tutoring sessions, Unisa
offers interactive online workshops and webinars that cover topics related to
academic success, such as time management, examination preparation, and study
skills (Maré & Mutezo, 2021). These sessions aim to provide practical tips and
strategies to help students excel in their studies. E-tutoring has proven to be an
essential component of Unisa’s approach to distance education, ensuring that
students have access to the necessary academic support to succeed in their studies
(Makwara, 2019).

To avail support to all students, regardless of their location, Unisa implemented
e-tutoring in all undergraduate learning programs in 2014 by assigning one e-
tutor to approximately 200 students (Unisa, 2018). This reduced the teacher-
learner ratio of 1:1000 which was in place prior to the implementation of the
tutoring system. This initiative aims to make teaching more effective by providing
module lecturers who oversee the delivery of modules to students with teaching
assistance (Nsamba, 2016). The tutors are recruited from the institution and must
hold a qualification with a higher National Qualifications Framework (NQF) level
than the module that they will tutor. Once appointed, e-tutors undergo training
sessions organized by the Human Resource Department through the LMS to
familiarize themselves with the available tools. The LMS utilizes technologies
such as discussion forums, online announcements, self-assessments, additional
resources, and web materials for teaching and learning. Through the LMS
discussion forum, e-tutoring encompasses synchronous and asynchronous
aspects, allowing students to submit messages instantaneously and receive
immediate feedback from other students and their e-tutor. E-tutors also receive
subject-specific training from the module lecturer to become acquainted with the
study-material content. Unisa’s e-tutors are required to work 75 hours per
semester, which translates to 5 hours per week on the e-tutor site (Unisa, 2018). E-
tutors communicate their available days and times directly to students. Although
e-tutors may only be available at specific times or on particular days, students can
engage in synchronous or asynchronous communication and interaction on the
e-tutor site. Collaboration between module lecturers and e-tutors is crucial to
determine and coordinate activities on each site, minimizing redundancy and
confusion. Tutors are not entirely independent, as lecturers have access to and
monitor activity across all the sites availed to tutors.

The e-tutors at Unisa play a vital role in providing academic support to
distance-learning students (Shange, 2021). They work closely with individual
students, providing personalized academic support, offering feedback on written
work, and answering questions about course content (de Metz & Bezuidenhout,
2018). E-tutors also facilitate and moderate online discussion forums and chat
sessions to encourage student participation and engagement. Additionally, they
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play a crucial role in creating and sharing resources such as study materials,
tutorials, and online workshops, which are designed to help students succeed in
their courses (Molotsi & Goosen, 2019). At Unisa, e-tutors actively monitor
students’ progress, providing feedback on their performance and identifying
those who may be struggling. They offer additional support and work closely
with other support services at the university, such as academic advisors and
technical-support staff, to ensure that students receive comprehensive assistance
(Unisa, 2018). E-tutoring not only serves a pedagogical and intellectual function
but also creates a social learning environment that helps students overcome
feelings of loneliness and a lack of motivation.

The Department of Financial Accounting at Unisa, which is under consideration
in this paper, has on average 35,000 undergraduate students that must be catered
to annually, with the largest group making up first year students and the least
represented being third year students. Based on student numbers, the size of the
department is the largest in the College of Accounting Sciences. Considering the
significance of e-tutoring in supporting students” academic journey, the current
study therefore aims to assess the perceptions of e-tutors regarding the
implementation of the e-tutoring project in the Department of Financial
Accounting at Unisa. The study seeks to gain insights into their experiences, the
challenges they face, and suggestions for improving the e-tutoring program by
exploring the e-tutors’ perspectives. Understanding the perceptions of e-tutors
would contribute to enhance the effectiveness of e-tutoring and ultimately
improve the learning experience for distance-learning students at Unisa and in
other developing countries around the world.

3.1 E-tutoring Landscape in the South African Context

E-tutoring, also known as online tutoring or virtual tutoring, has gained
significant traction in the education industry worldwide, including in South
Africa (Tan, 2019). The use of technology to facilitate tutoring services has seen a
notable increase in recent years, further accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic
(Ros & Neuwirth, 2020). There has been a gradual shift towards e-learning and e-
tutoring, particularly in urban areas with widespread technology access. Various
platforms and technologies support the e-tutoring landscape in South Africa
(Maré & Mutezo, 2021). These include video-conferencing tools such as Zoom,
Google Meet, and Microsoft Teams, as well as online learning platforms such as
Moodle and Blackboard. Private tutoring platforms in the country have also
embraced online tutoring, enabling students to access a diverse range of subjects
and tutors from any location (Ferri et al., 2020).

The concept of e-tutoring has been present in South Africa for quite some time,
with early trials dating back to the early 2000s. Initially, e-tutoring initiatives
focused on providing remote and online support to students in rural and
disadvantaged areas (Makwara, 2019). While it is challenging to pinpoint the
exact date when e-tutoring began in South Africa due to the gradual evolution of
digital technologies in education, several key milestones have shaped its
development. One such milestone occurred in the mid-1990s, when Unisa started
offering distance education courses through digital technologies (Tarusikirwa,
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2022). Unisa was among the first universities in South Africa to embrace digital
technologies for distance education, expanding its e-learning offerings over time.
In the early 2000s, the South African Government also invested in digital
technologies to support teaching and learning in schools, with a particular focus
on providing online support to learners in rural and disadvantaged areas
(Mahlangu, 2022). Initiatives such as the Bridges to the Future Program and the
Khanya Project aimed to integrate technology into teaching and learning,
enhancing the quality of education and expanding access to educational resources
(Nggondi & Mauwa, 2019). The Khanya Project, for example, reached thousands
of schools and trained numerous teachers (Mahlo & Waghid, 2022). Furthermore,
universities such as the University of Cape Town, the University of Pretoria, and
the University of the Witwatersrand introduced e-tutoring programs to support
their students (Kgosinyane, 2019).

The adoption of e-tutoring in South Africa has enabled learners and students,
even in the most remote areas of the country, to access educational resources and
support from anywhere (Malale et al., 2018). The COVID-19 pandemic has further
accelerated the growth of e-tutoring, as schools and educational institutions
shifted to online learning and remote teaching (Matarirano et al., 2021). This
widespread adoption of digital technologies for teaching and learning has not
been without challenges, especially concerning the digital divide. Many students
in South Africa lack access to reliable Internet connectivity and affordable devices,
particularly in rural areas (Lai & Widmar, 2021). This digital divide hinders the
potential benefits of e-tutoring for students in these regions. Additionally, tutors
require adequate training and support to effectively conduct e-tutoring sessions,
as the online environment demands different skills compared to traditional
teaching and tutoring (Doukakis, 2021). Additionally, Pedro and Kumar (2019)
highlighted the lack of regulation and oversight of e-tutoring services in South
Africa, which raises concerns about the quality and standard of online tutoring.
This emphasizes the need for accreditation and quality assurance mechanisms to
ensure that students receive high-quality tutoring services that meet their needs.

The implementation of e-tutoring in South Africa has played a crucial role in
providing equitable access to high-quality educational resources and support for
students from remote or underprivileged areas (Mahlangu, 2022). This is
particularly significant in a nation where many learners and students face socio-
economic challenges, such as poverty and limited availability of educational
resources. E-tutoring offers flexibility, allowing students to attend tutoring
sessions from anywhere with an Internet connection, benefiting those living in
rural areas or with mobility issues (Promtep et al., 2019). Another advantage of e-
tutoring in the South African context is its cost-effectiveness. Online tutoring
services are generally more affordable than in-person tutoring, making them
accessible to a wider range of students (Lembani et al., 2020). E-tutoring can be
scheduled outside of regular class and working hours, enabling learners and
students to receive support at their convenience (Molotsi & Goosen, 2019). With
online platforms, tutors can easily track students’ progress and provide
personalized support based on their individual needs. E-tutoring has the potential
to offer valuable support to students in South Africa, particularly those facing
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geographic and socio-economic barriers (Mahlangu, 2022). However, addressing
the digital divide and providing adequate training and support for tutors are
crucial to ensure that e-tutoring can effectively improve educational outcomes for
all students (Pedro & Kumar, 2019).

3.2 Perceptions and Challenges of e-Tutoring

In online education, e-tutoring is perceived as a highly instructive and
intellectually stimulating activity for students that offers a crucial opportunity to
cultivate critical analytical skills and paradigms that are instrumental throughout
their academic journeys and future careers (Rakoma, 2018). According to Maré
and Mutezo (2021), e-tutoring, akin to traditional tutoring, is a specialized form
of teaching, primarily characterized by virtual interactions between the tutor and
the student. Effective instruction obtained in e-tutoring, as noted by Sauti (2021),
revolves around the social development of students, which helps to address both
personal and cognitive dimensions. In this digital era, e-tutoring is perceived as a
dynamic process that goes beyond the transmission of information and fosters
holistic growth and learning (Altmann et al., 2022).

According to Kunwar et al. (2020), the role of an e-tutor is perceived as that of a
supportive mentor who not only imparts knowledge but also provides
personalized attention to each student, consistently encouraging academic
success. This personalized approach aligns with the perspective presented by
Raviolo et al. (2020), who emphasized that e-tutoring involves teaching, guiding
students through academic preparation, and instilling a passion for pursuing their
chosen career paths. E-tutors, in their virtual capacities, continue to play the
pivotal role of mentors and educators, adapting traditional tutoring principles to
the digital landscape while maintaining a focus on the multifaceted development
of students in both personal and academic dimensions (Enwereji et al., 2023).

Regarding the challenges of e-tutoring, Parte and Herrador-Alcaide (2021)
affirmed that e-tutors are faced with numerous challenges in adapting to the
dynamics of online teaching, maintaining communication with students, and
fostering student growth and learning. Despite advancements in cloud-based
collaboration tools and video-conferencing software, technological challenges
persist as barriers to the growth of e-tutoring platforms, particularly in
developing countries (Akhter et al., 2022). Notably, unreliable connections, a lack
of good equipment, operating-system issues, and browser compatibility problems
contribute to technical concerns for e-tutors (Rakoma, 2018; Tan, 2019). Access
constraints, primarily due to insufficient equipment or connectivity, pose
significant challenges (Adnan & Anwar, 2020). To address technological
constraints, Pitsoane and Lethole (2022) recommended effective professional
development for e-tutors in utilizing new technologies to their full potential,
while Maré and Mutezo (2021) stressed the need for enhanced support through
technology integration and administrative/peer support.

Another challenge in e-tutoring is the lack of experience of e-tutors, as highlighted

by Youde (2019) and supported by Kebritchi et al. (2017). Inexperienced e-tutors
may struggle to effectively manage virtual classrooms, engage with students, and
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provide adequate support (Kebritchi et al., 2017). The experience level of e-tutors
is crucial in helping students effectively interact with knowledge in an online
learning setting (Altmann et al., 2022). Experienced e-tutors can provide timely
feedback, create interactive learning activities, and foster a sense of community
among students. In addition, inadequate feedback is identified as a challenge in
e-tutoring (Carless, 2022). Although feedback loops are valuable in establishing
strong ties with students in asynchronous learning environments, providing
effective feedback in online learning can be challenging due to the lack of face-to-
face interaction (Cook et al., 2021). Carless (2022) emphasized the importance of
feedback as a critical component of online teaching, providing students with
direction and helping them identify areas for improvement. E-tutors are expected
to justify comments clearly and provide recommendations for student
improvement, fostering an iterative cycle focused on individual student
development (de Metz & Bezuidenhout, 2018).

Despite the challenges faced in e-tutoring, which include the digital divide and
the need for tutor training, e-tutoring is experiencing a global surge in popularity
as a transformative approach to education. This phenomenon is not limited to
South Africa alone but is becoming increasingly prevalent worldwide. E-tutoring
breaks down barriers and connects learners with knowledgeable tutors from
around the globe, overcoming the limitations in access to quality educational
resources. This makes tutoring more accessible and inclusive for students who
may otherwise be unable to afford such support. While there are still challenges
to be overcome, such as the digital divide and the need for tutor training, the
potential benefits of e-tutoring make it a promising avenue for the future of
education worldwide, enabling learners of all backgrounds to benefit from
technology-enabled learning experiences. This study, therefore, investigates the
perceptions of e-tutors in the implementation of e-tutoring in the Department of
Financial Accounting at Unisa and the challenges encountered during the process
of implementation.

4. Research Methodology

E-tutoring has become increasingly popular in HEISs, including the Department of
Financial Accounting at Unisa. This study aims to investigate the perceptions of
e-tutors and the challenges surrounding the implementation of effective e-
tutoring. The purpose of the integrated e-tutor project at Unisa is to advise and
assist students, promote participation, and answer their questions. It also aims to
decrease drop-out rates, increase completion rates, and enhance student support.
The research employed a quantitative research methodology to gather and
analyze data from a subset of e-tutors, utilizing a close-ended questionnaire. The
questionnaire employed a 4-point Likert scale to assess e-tutors’ positive and
negative sentiments regarding their perceptions of e-tutoring, as well as the
challenges they anticipate in e-tutoring. A descriptive quantitative research
design was adopted in the study, which helped to describe the reactions of
interacting variables in the study.

The target population for this study was e-tutors at the Department of Financial
Accounting at Unisa. A questionnaire was designed to assess the e-tutors’
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perceptions of the effectiveness of e-tutoring. The questionnaire contained
questions measuring various aspects of e-tutoring, such as communication,
quality of resources, ease of use of technology, and overall satisfaction with the e-
tutoring program. To maintain validity of the study, the questionnaire was
distributed electronically to a sample of 188 e-tutors. In all, 95 e-tutors responded
(51% response rate), which was deemed adequate to arrive at a reliable
conclusion, according to the study of Anseel et al. (2010). Data collected from the
respondents were analyzed using Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS)
Version 29.

Reliability was maintained by employing a pilot test, where 10 questionnaires
were distributed to a sub-sample of the respondents to ensure that the questions
were consistent in measuring what they intended to measure. In the quest to
maintain reliability, the 10 questionnaires for the pilot study were used to ensure
that the questions were clear, simple, and easily understood by e-tutors. In
maintaining internal reliability, each section in the questionnaire was measured
using Cronbach’s alpha to test the degree of reliability. SPSS was used to analyze
the data through the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy
and the rotated component matrix was applied to assess the suitability of the
sample for factor analysis and to discern the underlying structure and behavioral
patterns within the data set. The data collected from the questionnaire were
analyzed using descriptive statistics such as means, standard deviations, and
frequency distributions. Inferential statistics, such as the chi-square test of
independence and factor analysis, were used to test for significant differences
between groups of e-tutors or to compare the perceptions of e-tutors in different
sub-groups. Descriptive statistics assisted in summarizing the set of data related
to the population of the study. It concentrated on defining and analyzing all
quantitative data to discover trends and patterns demonstrating the links among
variables. The inferential statistics yielded appropriate inferences about the
population from the sample, including generalizations and predictions.
Additional statistical analysis was also required to determine the relationships
between the various factors. We further analyzed the data to make sure it matched
the study objectives and to offer concrete proof that the issue under study could
be handled. Additionally, we verified the results with those from the literature
reviewed to offer recommendations to improve e-tutoring.

5. Presentation of Research Results

The results obtained through structured questionnaires administered to e-tutors
are presented in this section. The section presents results on the biographical
information of the respondents, the perceptions of the usage of e-tutoring by
respondents, and the challenges encountered by the respondents in an endeavor
to discharge their services.

5.1 Biographical Information

This section presents the biographical information of the respondents, such as
their ages, educational qualifications, and years of experience. Figure 1 presents
the distribution of respondents according to age.
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Figure 1: Age distribution of respondents

As seen in Figure 1, the age distribution of the e-tutors who participated in the
study reveals interesting patterns. The majority of respondents (56%) fell within
the age range of 25 to 35 years. Following that, 32% of the respondents were
between 36 and 45 years old. Additionally, 7% of the respondents were in the age
range of 46 to 55 years, while only 5% of the respondents were older than 55 years.
These findings shed light on the age demographics of the e-tutor population and
the corresponding student population from which the respondents were
recruited. Figure 2 presents the distribution of respondents according to highest
educational qualification obtained.
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Figure 2: Distribution of respondents as per highest educational qualification
obtained

Figure 2 indicates that the participating e-tutors had a diverse range of academic
backgrounds. The majority of respondents (56 individuals) held an honors degree,
followed by those with a bachelor’s degree (16 individuals). Additionally, 12
respondents possessed a master’s degree, while only 1 held a doctoral degree. It
is worth noting that 10 respondents did not specify their highest educational
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qualification. These findings highlight the prevalence of higher education
qualifications among the e-tutor population, with a significant proportion having
attained honors and bachelor’s degrees. This falls in line with the recruitment
strategy of the institution, which requires tutors to hold higher NQF qualifications
than the module they tutor. All respondents held a minimum of a bachelor’s
degree, which is what is offered in the department. The varying educational
qualifications among e-tutors can contribute to a rich pool of knowledge and
expertise in online teaching and learning practices. Figure3 presents the
distribution of respondents according to years of experience as accounting
e-tutors.
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Figure 3: Distribution of respondents as per years of experience as accounting e-tutors

According to Figure 3, the distribution of respondents’ years of experience reveals
interesting findings. Among the e-tutors surveyed, only 1 individual reported
having more than 10 years of experience in e-tutoring. In contrast, 22 respondents
had worked in the field for 7 to 10 years, while 20 had 5 to 7 years of experience.
Additionally, 31 respondents (the majority) reported having 3 to 5 years of
experience, while 21 had 3 or less years of experience in e-tutoring. These findings
provide valuable insights into the varying levels of experience among e-tutors,
which can have implications for their proficiency and expertise in the online
tutoring environment.

5.2 Perceptions of e-Tutors on the Usage of e-Tutoring by Online Students
This section measures the usage of e-tutoring and how it is perceived as an
effective mode of teaching and learning at Unisa. Table 1 presents descriptive
statistics of the KMO measure of sampling adequacy and Bartlett’s test.
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics of the KMO measure of sampling adequacy and

Bartlett’s test
KMO measure of sampling adequacy .860
Approx. chi-square 682.271
Bartlett’s test of sphericity Df 136
Sig. .000

Factor analysis was used to identify the important factors concerning e-tutors’
perceptions of the usage of e-tutoring. The KMO measure of sampling adequacy
reflected a score of .860, which is well above the recommended value of .7. The
score yielded by Bartlett’s test of sphericity is significant at the p <.05 level. It can
therefore be concluded that the correlation matrix is not an identity matrix.

Table 2 shows all the factors (which can be referred to as components) extractable
from the analysis, along with their eigenvalues. Only four factors were
considered. The extraction method used was principal component analysis
factoring with varimax rotation. The varimax method was chosen because it was
assumed that the factors are independent of each other. For analysis and
interpretation purposes, the study was only concerned with initial eigenvalues or
extracted sums of squared loadings. In this case, four components contained
60.8% of the variation of the original variables, so the study considerably reduced
the complexity of the data set by using these components, with only a 39.2% loss
of information. Component 1 explains 36.6% of the variation, Component 2
explains 8.7%, Component 3 explains 7.9%, and Component 4 explains 7.7%. The
remaining 13 components explain 39.1%.

Table 2: Total variance explained

1. Extraction sums of Rotation sums of
Initial eigenvalues . .

squared loadings squared loadings

[ v [

Component g 2 g = g &
3 wf| E_ |z wE|E. |3 |eE|E,
b} o -E 5 S b} o g 5 X b} o E | B

SUTELE O|TTELE | T TS

O o O
1. Strategies | 6.220 | 36.591 36.591 | 6.220 | 36.591 | 36.591 | 5.710 | 33.588 | 33.588

2. Specific 1.478 8.696 45286 | 1.478 8.696 45286 | 1.612 9.484 | 43.072
module
3. Age 1.334 7.847 53.134 | 1.334 7.847 53.134 | 1.512 8.895 | 51.967

4. Highest 1.301 7.654 60.788 | 1.301 7.654 | 60.788 | 1.500 | 8.821 | 60.788
qualification
5. Experience | 1.031 6.066 66.854

6. Difficult 0.879 | 5.168 72.022
topics
7. Helpful 0.820 | 4.822 76.844

8. Content 0.643 | 3.780 80.625
interesting
9. Essential 0571 | 3.357 83.981

10. Needs 0.493 2.902 86.883
11. Forum 0.466 2.739 89.622
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12. Add 0.383 2.253 91.875
resources

13. Must add | 0.348 2.045 93.921
resources

14. Outdated | 0.335 1.972 95.893

15. Struggle | 0.303 1.781 97.675
to interact

16. Monitor 0.251 1.478 99.152

progress

17. 0.144 | 0.848 | 100.000
Motivates

Extraction method: principal component
analysis

The idea behind rotation is to reduce the number of factors on which the variables
under investigation have high loadings. The rotated component matrix shows the
factor loadings for each variable and the factor where each variable is loaded on
most strongly. As seen in Table 3, based on these factor loadings, the positive
perceptions subsets loaded strongly on Component 1, which is the “problem-
solving and psychological” factor group. The “admin and progress” factor loaded
strongly on Component 2. Component 3 leaned more towards the “content and
assistance” factor group and, finally, Component 4 loaded on the “duties and
roles” factor. Table 3 presents the rotated component matrix.

Table 3: Rotated component matrix

Component

1 2 3
Q6_DifficultTopics .692
Q5_Experience .819
Q7_Helpful .759
Q8_ContentInteresting .655
Q14_Outdated 722
Q16_MonitorProgress 613
Q17_Motivates .670
Q19_Timeously 743
Q18_Organise
Q20_Active .867
Q21_Admin 538 519
Q22 _Value 797
Q23 _Clear 544
Q25_NotExtensive =724
Q35_TimeousAssist .757
Q42_ProvideAnswers -.708
Q46_UseStandardised -.760

Extraction method: principal component analysis.

Rotation method: varimax with Kaiser normalization.

a. Rotation converged in five iterations
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5.3 Challenges of e-Tutoring

This section presents the findings obtained from the study on the challenges faced
by the respondents in discharging their services at Unisa. Table 4 presents
descriptive statistics of the KMO measure of sampling adequacy and Bartlett’s
test.

Table 4: Descriptive statistics of the KMO measure of sampling adequacy and

Bartlett’s test
KMO measure of sampling adequacy .640
Bartlett’s test of sphericity Approx. chi-square 316.233
df 66
Sig. .000

Factor analysis was used to identify the important factors concerning e-tutors’
challenges on the usage of e-tutoring. The KMO measure of sampling adequacy
reflected a score of .640, which is very close to the recommended value of .7. The
score yielded by Bartlett’s test of sphericity is significant at the p < .05 level. We
conclude that the correlation matrix is not an identity matrix.

Table 5 displays the factors (referred to as components) derived from the analysis,
presenting their corresponding eigenvalues.

Table 5: Total variance explained on components of e-tutor usage

s 1. Extraction sums of Rotation sums of
Initial eigenvalues . .
squared loadings squared loadings
2 2 :
(] v [}

Component - % g = = - = — - 2 =
- el - o - O w - o -— O w — O
© o T 5> ° o0 3> =) o ' 3 >

= B g = B g = B! g

> S > S > 5

o ) )

1. Strategies | 3.077 | 25.640 25.640 | 3.077 | 25.640 | 25.640 | 2.318 | 19.319

2. Specific 1.904 | 15.866 41.506 | 1.904 | 15.866 | 41.506 | 2.057 | 17.144 36.463
module

—_
el
[68]
—
\O

3. Age 1.305 | 10.879 52.385 | 1.305 | 10.879 | 52.385 | 1.695 | 14.128 | 50.591
4. Highest 1.288 | 10.735 63.120 | 1.288 | 10.735 | 63.120 | 1.296 | 10.801 | 61.393
qualification

5. 1.081 | 9.011 72131 | 1.081 | 9.011 | 72.131 | 1.289 | 10.738 | 72.131
Experience

6. Difficult 0.802 | 6.681 78.812

topics

7. Helpful 0.678 | 5.646 84.459

8. Content 0.568 | 4.735 89.194
interesting
9. Essential | 0.435 | 3.624 92.818

10. Needs 0374 | 3.117 95.935
11. Forum 0279 | 2.326 98.261

12. Add 0.209 | 1.739 | 100.000
resources

Extraction method: principal component
analysis
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The analysis considered only five factors. The extraction method employed was
principal component analysis factoring, utilizing varimax rotation. Varimax was
chosen due to the assumption that the factors are independent of each other. The
study focused on initial eigenvalues or extracted sums of squared loadings for
analysis and interpretation purposes. In this case, five components contained
72.1% of the variation of the original variables, so the study considerably reduced
the complexity of the data set by using these components, with only a 27.9% loss
of information. Component1 explains 25.6% of the variation, Component 2
explains 15.9%, Component 3 explains 10.9%, Component 4 explains 10.7%, and
Component 5 explains 9%. The remaining seven components explain only 27.9%.

Table 6: Rotated component matrix of challenge variables under investigation

Component

1 2 3 4 5

Q15_Strugglelnteract 743
Q28_ShouldGetTrain .659
Q26_Demanding .885
Q27_StruggleFinAcc .642
Q30_TrainInOnline .869
Q31_AppreciateTrain .856
Q32_Quizzes 776
Q36_OftenNeed Assist 816
Q33_CommunicateLect -.779
Q34_EngageMore .675
Q38_BadInternet .869
Q39_InternetCost .904

Extraction method: principal component analysis.
Rotation method: varimax with Kaiser normalization.
a. Rotation converged in six iterations ‘

The idea of rotation is to reduce the number of factors on which the variables
under investigation have high loadings. The rotated component matrix shows the
factor loadings for each variable and the factor on which each variable is loaded
most strongly. In Table 6, based on these factor loadings, the “positive challenges”
subset loaded strongly on Component 1, and this is the “train challenges” factor
group. The “internet-related costs” subset loaded strongly on Component 2, while
Component 3 mainly comprised of the “engagement” subset. Component 4 is
strongly loaded with “effort” factors and Component 5 with “interaction” factors.

6. Discussion of Research Results

The results obtained in this study reveal the perceptions of e-tutors on e-tutoring
and the challenges encountered in e-tutoring. Firstly, regarding the perceptions
of e-tutors on e-tutoring, findings reveal that e-tutors play a crucial role in
assisting students in solving module-specific problems in financial accounting
modules. E-tutors support students in overcoming specific learning challenges by
providing targeted assistance. This conforms with the findings of Joubert and
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Snyman (2020), who affirmed that personalized support from e-tutors helps
students overcome obstacles and gain a deeper understanding of the course
material. The findings on perception demonstrate that e-tutors excel in helping
students with complex topics within financial accounting modules. Their
expertise and guidance in these areas provide students with the necessary tools
to navigate through challenging concepts. Sauti (2021) reinforced the idea that e-
tutors are instrumental in building students’ confidence and competence in
tackling difficult subject matter. Furthermore, e-tutors are effective in making
course content interesting by incorporating innovative teaching methods and
engaging instructional approaches. This not only enhances students” motivation
but also facilitates their comprehension and retention of the subject matter, as
highlighted by Sauti (2021).

Furthermore, findings confirm that e-tutors use up-to-date examples and case
studies to assist students. This ensures the relevance and currency of the content,
enhancing students’ understanding of financial accounting concepts and their
application in real-world contexts. This aligns with the view of Maré and Mutezo
(2021), who emphasized the crucial role of e-tutors in bridging the gap between
theoretical knowledge and practical application. Moreover, e-tutors are perceived
as motivators who inspire and encourage students in their studies. Fandifio and
Velandia (2020) found that e-tutors are perceived as being supportive, fostering a
positive learning environment, and instilling a sense of motivation and
determination in students. The promptness of e-tutors in answering students’
questions is also evident, addressing students’ queries and concerns without
unnecessary delays. Kibuku (2021) affirmed the importance of timely responses
in ensuring students’ progress in their studies. The support and guidance
provided by e-tutors are recognized and appreciated by students, indicating the
positive impact that e-tutoring has on their learning outcomes and academic
experience. The respondents highlighted that e-tutors assist students with
administrative problems, such as navigating online platforms, accessing course
materials, and understanding administrative processes. This finding of this study
is consistent with Joubert and Snyman (2020), who confirmed the e-tutor’s ability
to provide comprehensive support beyond academic matters, ensuring a smooth
and hassle-free learning experience for students.

The findings from respondents indicate that e-tutors require training in online
communication skills to effectively engage and interact with students in a virtual
environment. Fandifio and Velandia (2020) emphasized the significance of
fostering meaningful connections and facilitating effective online discussions
through e-tutor training in online communication skills. Respondents of this
study also expressed a need for training in setting further assessments,
demonstrating the importance of understanding and implementing effective
assessment strategies within online platforms. These findings suggest that e-
tutors recognize the value of continuous professional development and acquiring
the necessary skills to navigate the online teaching and learning environment.
Addressing these challenges through targeted training programs can further
empower e-tutors to enhance their effectiveness and support students’ learning
outcomes in the e-tutoring setting, as emphasized by Khtere and Yousef (2021).
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Another finding highlights the connectivity issues and Internet costs faced by
e-tutors. The study revealed that e-tutors struggle to maintain a reliable Internet
connection, which directly impacts their ability to actively engage in online
teaching and support activities. Motaung and Makombe (2021) attested to the
significant hurdle posed by unreliable Internet connections, hindering e-tutors’
effective communication with students, access to online resources, and delivery
of instructional materials. Moreover, respondents mentioned the financial burden
caused by Internet costs, further limiting their active participation in e-tutoring
activities. These challenges emphasize the importance of providing adequate
technical support and resources to e-tutors to ensure a seamless online learning
experience. Letseka and Pitsoe (2018) highlighted the need to address connectivity
and cost issues encountered in e-tutoring to mitigate the impact on e-tutors’
involvement and enable them to effectively fulfil their roles in supporting
students in the learning environment.

Furthermore, the findings highlight the significance of training e-tutors in the
specific module content of financial accounting. This specialized training is
intended to equip e-tutors with the necessary knowledge and expertise to
effectively support students in their learning journey. Such training ensures
prompt and efficient assistance in addressing student queries and concerns.
Bakare (2020) emphasized the importance of establishing clear communication
channels and support systems to facilitate seamless collaboration between e-
tutors and lecturers. Additionally, fostering increased engagement between
lecturers and e-tutors, as advocated by Clauss et al. (2021), can promote
knowledge sharing, collaboration, and the exchange of best practices. By
prioritizing training, timely assistance, and enhanced engagement, institutions
can enhance the effectiveness of e-tutoring in financial accounting modules,
resulting in improved learning outcomes for students.

Other challenges noted in the study include the demanding nature of e-tutoring
roles and difficulties in answering module-specific questions in financial
accounting. E-tutoring requires a significant investment of time and effort, as e-
tutors are responsible for providing support to students and addressing their
academic needs (Sithole & Gumede, 2022). The diverse range of questions and
inquiries from students, particularly those related to module-specific topics in
financial accounting, can pose a challenge for e-tutors. This again highlights the
importance of continuous professional development and support mechanisms for
e-tutors to enhance their subject knowledge and problem-solving skills.
Acknowledging and addressing these challenges can allow institutions to
implement strategies that mitigate the demanding nature of e-tutoring and
provide targeted support to e-tutors in effectively addressing module-specific
queries, thereby enhancing the overall e-tutoring experience for both e-tutors and
students (Pedro & Kumar, 2019).

7. Conclusions

In conclusion, this study highlighted the significant role of e-tutoring in
enhancing students’ learning experiences within financial accounting modules.
The findings affirm that e-tutors are perceived as actively contributing to
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students’ academic progress by addressing module-specific challenges and
difficult topics. Respondents confirmed that students perceive e-tutoring as
highly beneficial, making course content more engaging, thus appreciating the
efforts of e-tutors in providing relevant examples and case studies. E-tutors play
a motivating role by offering timely assistance and actively engaging with
students, a sentiment acknowledged and valued by the students themselves.
However, the study brought to light certain challenges faced by e-tutors, such as
the need for training in online communication skills and effective use of
technology tools. Internet connectivity and cost-related issues also pose notable
challenges to e-tutoring activities. Addressing these challenges through targeted
training programs and improvements in Internet infrastructure can further
enhance the efficacy of e-tutoring. The generalizability of the findings of this study
can be supported by the size of Unisa’s Department of Financial Accounting e-
tutor project, making the findings applicable to similar settings both within and
outside the institution. Particularly relevant is the applicability of these insights
to HEIs in developing countries, where socio-economic challenges often impact
educational outcomes. In essence, enhancing e-tutoring and addressing its
challenges can elevate the quality of education and support provided to students
in online learning environments.

8. Recommendations of the Study
This study makes recommendations to Unisa, e-tutors, and other HEIs.

8.1 Recommendations to Unisa

Continuous professional development: Unisa should ensure that e-tutors are given
opportunities for continuous professional development to enhance their online
communication skills and proficiency in using online technology tools. This will
enable e-tutors to effectively engage with students and deliver quality e-tutoring
sessions.

Module-specific training: E-tutors should receive specialized training on the specific
content of financial accounting modules. This will enable them to have a deep
understanding of the subject matter and better assist students with module-
specific questions and challenges.

Collaboration with lecturers: Individual departments should ensure that e-tutors
engage with financial accounting lecturers to foster collaboration and the
exchange of knowledge. Regular communication and feedback sessions with
lecturers can help e-tutors stay up to date on any changes in the curriculum and
ensure their assistance aligns with the academic requirements.

Fostering a supportive environment: Unisa should ensure that e-tutors create a
supportive and encouraging learning environment for e-tutors and students. This
can be done by providing timely assistance, offering constructive feedback, and
motivating students to overcome challenges and excel in their studies.
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8.2 Recommendations to e-Tutors

Effective use of technology: E-tutors should receive training on the effective use of
online technology tools, ensuring proficiency in navigating virtual platforms and
facilitating seamless engagement with students. This includes mastering the use
of communication tools, collaborative platforms, and assessment tools.

Timely responses and engagement: E-tutors should prioritize timely responses to
student queries and actively engage with students in virtual discussions. This can
significantly contribute to a positive learning environment and foster a sense of
motivation and determination among students.

Support mechanisms for administrative issues: E-tutors should receive training and
support to assist students with administrative problems, such as navigating
online platforms, accessing course materials, and understanding administrative
processes. This comprehensive support ensures a smooth and hassle-free learning
experience for students.

Feedback mechanisms: E-tutors should establish effective feedback mechanisms to
provide solutions to students” queries. Regular feedback loops between e-tutors
and relevant stakeholders can contribute to ongoing improvement and
refinement of e-tutoring practices.

8.3 Recommendations to Higher Education Institutions

Training and support: HEIs should provide comprehensive training programs for
e-tutors, focusing on online communication skills, effective use of technology
tools, and module-specific content. Continuous support and professional
development opportunities should be offered to ensure that e-tutors have the
necessary skills to deliver high-quality e-tutoring sessions.

Collaboration and coordination: Institutions should promote collaboration and
coordination between e-tutors and lecturers. Regular meetings, workshops, and
communication channels should be established to facilitate knowledge sharing,
clarify expectations, and ensure a cohesive approach to supporting students’
learning.

Infrastructure and resources: Institutions should invest in robust Internet
infrastructure to ensure reliable connectivity for e-tutors. Additionally, access to
necessary resources and technology tools should be provided to e-tutors to
facilitate their e-tutoring activities effectively.

Recognition and support: HEIs should recognize the valuable contributions of
e-tutors and provide them with the necessary support and resources. This
includes acknowledging their efforts, addressing their concerns, and ensuring fair
remuneration and professional growth opportunities.

9. Limitation and Future Recommendations

The findings and recommendations of this study may be context-specific to the
environment of Unisa and the Department of Financial Accounting. Generalizing
these recommendations to other disciplines or institutions without further
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investigation may not be appropriate. The study relied on self-reported data from
e-tutors, which may introduce response bias. Respondents might have provided
answers that they perceived as favorable, affecting the accuracy and reliability of
the data. Future studies should consider a comparative analysis of e-tutoring
practices across various disciplines to explore potential differences in the
challenges faced and the effectiveness of implemented strategies. Future studies
should investigate the perspectives of students regarding the effectiveness of e-
tutoring. Understanding student experiences and expectations can complement
e-tutor insights, providing a more comprehensive view of the e-tutoring
landscape. In addition, a study should be done to investigate the direct impact of
e-tutor training programs on student outcomes. Assessing the correlation
between the depth of training received by e-tutors and the quality of their support
can inform the design of future training initiatives. Finally, a qualitative study
should be done to explore the challenges of e-tutoring and measures to improve
e-tutoring from the e-tutors’ perspectives.
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