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Introduction 

In English for Academic Purposes (EAP) students are expected to study receptive and perceptive academic skills in order to develop their learning strategies, increasing self-confidence and helping them to adjust to their main academic environment (Jordan, 1997)  English for Academic Purposes – Legal Studies is a programme offered by the Department of English Language Teaching (DELT) which is specifically designed for LLB undergraduates who enroll with the Department of Legal Studies of the Open University of Sri Lanka (OUSL). Since English is the medium of instruction for the LLB degree, completing the English for Legal Studies programme is a mandatory requirement for the LLB degree certificate. As Graddol (2007) claims success in other areas of curriculum becomes dependent on success in English so much so that “failure to master English as a basic skill means failure in other disciplines” (pg. 96).

Learning a second language in the Distance Education (DE) mode is different from learning a second language in the conventional system. According to the Open Distance Learning (ODL) policy, student attendance for day schools is not mandatory in DE. Regardless of the education system, face to face sessions are generally considered to be of utmost importance for language learning. Thus, EAP (Legal Studies) includes 15 face to face sessions per cycle. However, it has been persistently observed that the student attendance for the day schools is very low. The results of a study conducted at the British University in Egypt found that the most common reason for non-attendance at support English classes is the students’ need to work on assignments and projects in the faculties related to their main subject streams, resulting in low performance in English (Ghenghesh & Nakhla, 2011). 
A review of the literature has shown that relatively little research has been carried out in distance education institutes to investigate the fundamental reasons for student non-attendance at second language classes and to investigate whether there is a relationship between attendance and performance. Hence, taking this need into consideration, the OCAM (Overall Continuous Assessment Mark) has been reviewed in relation to attendance, in this study. Moreover, having experienced the recent pandemic situation, digitally enhanced learning spaces that promote student autonomy are considered to play an important role in language learning and teaching. Hence, it is important to study how online/blended approach to language teaching and learning can address the issue of non-attendance in language classes. 

With this in mind the objectives of this study include:

identifying the influencing factors of absenteeism among students of (EAP) Legal Studies Part II. 

checking whether there is a relationship between student attendance and performance.

finding out the effectiveness of online/blended learning as a remedy. 
Based on these objectives, this study addresses the following research questions:
1) What are the reasons for non-attendance in English day schools?

2) Does attendance at Day Schools have a bearing on student performance at English courses?
3) How effective would online/blended learning be as a measure of alternative teaching/learning?
Methodology

The current study was conducted as an exploratory research since it explored the effect of low attendance on student performance and the reasons behind. The researcher was eager to conduct this research due to the fact that the extreme low attendance was affecting the purpose of offering this programme. 
All students who attended the last day school of LEE3605 (Part II) in which the Continuous Assessment Test (CAT) 2 was conducted, completed a questionnaire. A random sample of 154 (30% of the total population) student questionnaires was selected out of the questionnaires administered to the total Part II proficiency level, representing all eight regional centres where the programme is offered. The age range of the sample varied between 18 years to 65 years according to the OU policy. 
The questionnaire administered included close ended and open-ended questions and was intended to find out the reasons for students’ attending or not attending day schools. The questionnaire consisted of short answer questions to obtain some background information about the students, a question using a 5-point Likert scale {1- Only CATs, 2-(2-3) DS, 3-(5<) DS, 4-(10<) DS, 5- All DS}, multiple choice questions and open-ended questions with the opportunity to include their own ideas on how the DELT can help them attend all the day schools and to give additional reasons for non-attendance. The main reason for including open ended questions was to elicit uninhibited responses.
The responses obtained through questionnaires were analysed using descriptive statistics. The percentages and mean values were calculated and tabulated in order to analyse data. Answers to the open-ended questions were analysed qualitatively. 
In addition to this, the student attendance records and their OCAM were inspected to observe the relationship between student attendance and performance. Thus, the researcher attempted to triangulate the data through multiple data sources. 
Preserving the ethical requirements of the research, student identification details were not sought in order to maintain anonymity. As such, the response of the sample can be considered reliable as they were encouraged to answer frankly.  
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

[image: image10.emf]
Occupations of the student sample varied from government high ranking officers to unemployed. 58% of them were occupying government positions such as Medical officer, Accountant, Engineer and Administrative officer. Private Sector employees make up of 16% of the population representing Directors, Managers, Pharmacists and HR officers. 10% of the sample were students while 2% constituted of Legal officers and 4% represented those from Security Forces.
Majority of them (75%) were within the range 26-40 years of age. 12% were youngsters varying between 18-25 years of age and 11% were within 41-55 age group. Only 2% of the sample was above 55years. The chosen sample consisted of 59% married and 41% single students.
According to Figure 2, 60.8% (28.1+32.7) of the students have attended only 2-3 day schools while only 7.8% have attended all dayschools. The mean value indicates that the highest response lies between the second and third preferences in the likert scale, ie: majority of the students of the total population turned up for less than 5 day schools. Figure 3 illustrates the distribution of responses across the scale.
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FIGURE- 3  REPRESENTATION OF ATTENDANCE ACROSS THE SCALE 
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	FIGURE - 4 REASONS FOR NON-ATTENDANCE AT DAY SCHOOLS

	

	Reasons for non-attendance
	No. of responses

n=166
	%
	Rank Order

	Day schools clash with office work
	72
	43.4
	1

	Family commitments
	51
	30.7
	2

	Other means preferred
	23
	13.9
	3

	Can learn by self
	10
	6
	4

	Uninteresting
	6
	3.6
	5

	English is not important
	1
	0.6
	6

	Shy to attend English classes
	1
	0.6
	7

	Did not know English was compulsory
	1
	0.6
	8

	Cannot understand what is taught in the class
	1
	0.6
	9

	 Total
	            166
	     100
	 


As shown in Figure 4, the findings of the study show that the most prominent reason given by students for non-attendance to English classes was because the day schools clashed with their office work (43.4%). Along similar lines was the second ranked factor which was family commitments (30.7%). The third ranked factor was rather interesting as 13.9% of the students prefered substitute means for day schools and did not like to attend them. The fourth ranked factor was the perception that English can be self taught (6%) while the fifth ranked factor was the view that English classes were uninteresting (3.6%). Less than 1% of the students thought learning English was not important and a similar percentage was shy to attend “English classes”. Other reasons given for not attending all English classes are shown in Figure 4.
The last question of the questionnaire was designed in such away that the students were encouraged to comment on their experiences in the English course. The student responses were clustered under several broad themes such as  mode of delivery, convenience in venue /time, degree of significance of day schools etc.
When analysing responses received for the open ended questions qualitatively, 26.5% of the students had indicated that the classes were interesting and very important to attend. Almost a similar prcentage (24.9%) of students were of the view that day schools would not work alone but needed to be supplemented with online lessons. 13.8% of the total sample wanted a change in the pattern of delivery, modified teaching with the use of multimedia, including grammar and speech activities. As the fourth ranked response 12.7% of students thought that the day schools should be held in the morning instead of the afternoon. 11.6% of the respondants thought that the day schools were not interesting , the teachers were not efficient, students were not prepared for the CATs at the day schools and making English compulsory for them was unfair. 4.4% of the students requested to cover the syllabus with workshops while 3.3% of them wanted to change the day school venue to the respective Regional Centre.

Summarizing the responses, it can be interpreted that a majority of the students (54.7%)  did not like the present day school method and wanted technology to be incorporated in the delivery of the programme. It is believed that through the planned alternative measures many of the challenges the students faced in attending day schools can be addresed. For instance, including online lessons by reducing day schools would answer many of the issues that the students encounter at present. It will not only standardize the lessons but also will solve concerns related to day school venue and time. 
FIGURE - 5 CENTREWISE STUDENT PASS RATES

	Centre
	Total no. of students
	No of students 40<
	No of students
30<
	%

40< 
	%

30< 
	Total 40< %

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Anuradhapura 
	65
	28
	40
	43.08
	61.54
	3.0

	Badulla
	38
	14
	19
	36.84
	50.00
	1.5

	Batticaloa
	110
	36
	51
	32.73
	46.36
	3.9

	Colombo 
	311
	116
	165
	37.30
	53.05
	12.4

	Jaffna 
	58
	6
	18
	10.34
	31.03
	0.6

	Kandy 
	171
	44
	77
	25.73
	45.03
	4.7

	Kurunegala
	31
	10
	12
	32.26
	38.71
	1.1

	Matara
	148
	34
	58
	22.97
	39.19
	3.6

	 ToTAL
	932
	288
	440
	 
	 
	30.90

	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


When the student performance is analysed centrewise, the highest pass rate could be observed in the Anuradhapura Regional Centre (43.08%) while the lowest pass rate could be witnessed in the Jaffna Regional Centre. Alarmingly, the Colombo Regional Centre with the highest number of students and well experienced visiting academics showed a poor pass rate of 37.3% . The same senario could be observed with reference to the Kandy Regional Centre the percentage of passes being 25.73%.

 The total overall pass rate being 30.9% gives signs of weak academic relationship with the students which needs to be addressed immediately by finding solutions to minimize non attendance and maximize the effectiveness of the programme.  
Figure 6 and 7 indicate centrewise pass rates of Part II (LEE3605) course and centrewise student attendance indicated by mean values respectively. 
In the event the pass mark was lowered to 30% (considering the multiple disruptions which occurred during the past academic year), the pass rates remain very low, as indicated by figure 6.

FIGURE - 6 CENTREWISE pass rate 
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FIGURE - 7 Centrewise ATTENDANCE 
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conclusions/RECOMMENDATIONS

As indicated by the open-ended answers the challenging factors that affect an adult learner in the ODL system play a vital role in controlling regular attendance at English day schools.
Furthermore, the study clearly shows the distinctive factor of poor performance at examinations in relation to low attendance across the centres. Although the exam results from centres like Batticaloa and Jaffna are contradictory to this fact, the test design and variations in marking could be identified as the reasons. Foreseeing the problems that could occur due to very low attendance, the CATs were intentionally designed to cater to the majority by excluding technically higher order questions that would require a tutor’s input. 
Introducing online sessions would be a timely remedy for the problem of the present study. However, as language teachers/researchers we believe that the learning platform to a student is best built through the incorporation of an element of face to face interaction. Therefore, the authentic learning environment could be achieved by organizing face to face discussion workshops in between online sessions.
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Sheet1

		

				TABLE 1 - Q 1 ATTENDANCE FOR ENGLISH DAY SCHOOLS

				Attendance for English day schools		No. of students n=153		%		Mean value				Rank Order						No of observations and %										Mean value 2.41%

				2 to 3		50		32.7		50*				1						1		2		3		4		5

				Only CATs		43		28.1						2

				5<		26		17						3						Only CATs		2 to 3		5<		10<		All

				10<		22		14.4						4						43		50		26		22		12

				All		12		7.8						5						28.1%		32.7%		17.0%		14.4%		7.8%

						153		100														.

				Not answered		1

				TABLE 2 - Q2 REASONS FOR NON-ATTENDANCE AT ENGLISH CLASSES

				Reasons for non-attendance		No. of preferences n=166		%		Rank Order

				Day schools clash with office work		72		43.4		1

				Family commitments		51		30.7		2

				Other means preferred		23		13.9		3

				Can learn by self		10		6		4

				Uninteresting		6		3.6		5

				English not important		1		0.6		6

				Shy attend		1		0.6		7

				Didn’t know English was compulsory		1		0.6		8

				Can't understand what's taught		1		0.6		9

				TABLE 1 - Q3

						No. of preferences n=181		%		Rank Order

				Interesting/good tutors/very important/good course		48		26.52		1

				Online Lessons		45		24.86		2

				Change the pattern/include speech/group activities/ grammar/modified teaching multimedia		25		13.81		3

				Have the classes in the morning/bed time/night/weekdays		23		12.71		4

				DS can't be understand/teachers not good/not prepared for tests/no past papers/learning English is unfair/15 day schools not enough		21		11.6		5

				Workshops		8		4.42		6

				Conduct the classes at OU		6		3.32		7

				Align the classes with LLB lectures		3		1.65		8

				CAT papers to be returned with CAT marks		2		1.11		9

						181		100

				Not answered		9

								Centre		Total no. of students		No of students 40<		No of students30<		40< %		30< %		Total 40< %		Total 30< %

						1		Anuradhapura		65		28		40		43.08		61.54		3.0		4.3

						2		Badulla		38		14		19		36.84		50.00		1.5		2.0

						3		Batticaloa		110		36		51		32.73		46.36		3.9		5.5

						4		Colombo		311		116		165		37.30		53.05		12.4		17.7

						5		Jaffna		58		6		18		10.34		31.03		0.6		1.9

						7		Kandy		171		44		77		25.73		45.03		4.7		8.3

						9		Kurunegala		31		10		12		32.26		38.71		1.1		1.3

						10		Matara		148		34		58		22.97		39.19		3.6		6.2

										932		288		440						30.90		47.21

								Total 40< %		30.90

								Total 30< %		47.21
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