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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to investigate tlalehges facing Open and Distance Learning studsnts
the Zimbabwe Open University (ZOU). The study wasducted at ZOU Masvingo Regional Campus. The
study employed both qualitative and quantitativeorapches. The main data collection techniques were
guestionnaires and structured interviews, suppléederby documentary review. Tables, frequencies and
percentages were the key descriptive statisticd tes@analyze and present the findings. The reshitsved that
ODL learners were challenged with a range of ols¢aio their course of studies. The most reporteallenges
were lack of sufficient time for study, difficul8ein access and use of ICT, ineffective feedback lank of
study materials. It was recommended that ZOU shetrige to achieve effective and balanced teaching
learning system that satisfies the desire of thenkers to the extent that they would wish to cormekito the
institution for further studies and feel proud tecommend the institution to others who are seeltarg
knowledge.
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1. Introduction

Open and Distance Learning (ODL) has grown inténgportant global strategy in resolving problems
of access to education (UNESCO, 2004). Nonethe@d4, programmes have their own unique problems.&om
of the major problems are the high rate of studieaop-out and late completion of programmes. Higbpeout
and late completion of programmes are symptoms rafedying challenges facing ODL students. Such
challenges have been found to be situationaludititl, psychological and pedagogical (Berge e&i02); and
institutional and socio-cultural related challendggnkle, 2001). The challenges are found at theels:
individual student, instructional and institutionéh this study we investigate challenges facedstuglents at
Zimbabwe Open University.

2. Orientation

There are very few established stand-alone ODikeusities in Africa: University of South Africa
(UNISA), Zimbabwe Open University (ZOU), Open Unisiy of Tanzania (OUT) and the National Open
University of Nigeria (NOUN). Other African courdgs like Botswana and Zambia are in the process of
establishing ODL stand-alone universities.

Both developed and developing countries are adppbL to meet the demands of students in the 21st
century. Many educational institutions, especiaflydeveloped countries, are shifting from purelgaampus-
centered model of higher education to ODL modehgisnformation and communication technologies (Hbwe
et al., 2003). More and more universities are floeeeincreasingly offering some type of distancarfeng
courses.

Zimbabwe acknowledges the importance of ODL in dirig higher education to the disadvantaged
groups like women and the disabled. In the earB0sQUniversity of Zimbabwe introduced a distancecation
programme under its distance college programme.cbhege transformed into a full-fledged ODL unisiy in
2000 established through an act of parliament. rAsf&shoot of the University of Zimbabwe, ZOU bewathe
first university in the country to offer degreesaihgh the ODL mode.

Major benefits of ODL are related to its flexibjlitaccessibility, affordability and life based edtion
opportunities. It enables an expansion of terteargoliments at less cost per student than underdheentional
residential campus system (Pityana, 2004). Grdkebebility enables ODL courses to adapt to spec#fiudent
needs or work requirements, thereby enabling greatevance (Saint, 1999). ODL also accommodates th
growing demand for lifelong learning more easilyarthdo residential programmes. Moreover, ODL can
effectively reach those learners who have beeredesicess to higher education, for example, wontem ave
unable to attend traditional educational programbexsause of household responsibilities or cultcoalstraints,
economically marginalized groups, and the imprisofiumble, 2000).
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Despite the expanding growth of ODL and its besgftudents who enroll with ODL have been shown
to face many challenges related to individual,iingonal and instructional (Bhalalusesa, 1998, 4,.990smas
and Mbwette, 2009; Mbukusa, 2009; Mushi, 2001). s€r¢1981) identified three distinct categories of
challenges facing ODL students: Situational, infittnal and dispositional. According to Cross, atonal
challenges include job and home responsibilitiest leduce time for study. Institutional related lidhrayes
include poor logistics system or a lack of apprateriadvising (Kruger and Casey, 2000). Dispositiona
challenges are related to learners’ own attitudesfeelings.

Berge et al (2002) classified challenges to distadearners as situational, epistemological,
philosophical, psychological, pedagogical, techinisacial, and/or cultural related challenges. Kien(2001)
identified specific challenges facing distance heas as programme costs, lack of equipment andsimircture,
instructional concerns and poor technical assistafther challenges documented by Zirnkle are igaale
feedback and poor teacher contact, alienation soidtion, and poor student support services.

Garland (2007) identified some situational chalkEeshépr students to be persistence in distanceifearn
These include poor learning environment and lactiné. For example, students felt that the couns& imore
time than anticipated because they failed to jutigedemands of work, home and school. Kember (188f)ed
that poor time management leads to challengesasitdarners’ inability to integrate the demandefbtampus
study with family, work and social commitments.

Ukpo (2005) found that teachers who enrolled in@®L face challenges related to failure of trainees
to receive training materials on time, studentsjagement in other economic activities to supplentbeir
family incomes, and poor learner support servicggeeially where study centres are under resourced a
overstretched. Kamau (2007) found that, withoueHective learners’ support services system thaviges on-
site face to face, timely feedback on student parémce and access to library services, studenéwaeimient will
be undermined and dropout rates and procrastinafibimcrease.

ODL also presents new challenges in informatiorsetisination, especially in developing countries.
Mossberger et al (2003) observes that technicalpetamce needed in order to have effective access to
contemporary ICT is a challenge to distance leatribechnical competence refers to the skills ne¢aegerate
the hardware and software of ICT, including thellskof using networked systems to access and share
information (Warschauner, 2003). Lack of theselskdl a critical challenge as learner may fail $e the various
physical, digital and human resources involved ICT.

These challenges prompt many problems in distaggening. Among these problems are high rate of
students’ drop-out and late programmes completiatording to Carr (2000), in the US drop-out ratasge
from 20% to 50%. The OECD (2000) reported that évaprates range from 20% in the United Kingdom to
45% or more in Austria, France, and Portugal. Istalia, drop-out rates range from 35% to over §5%zdar
et al., 2006). In African countries the drop-ouers estimated to be over 50% (Daniel, 2005).

3. Statement of Purpose

This study sought to examine challenges relatethdéavidual, instructional and institutional levels

facing students of ODL using Zimbabwe Open Unitgras case study.
4. Theoretical Framework

This study is guided by Bean and Metzner’s (198G§&nt Attrition Theory. Bean and Metzner (1985)
came up with the student attrition theory to explattrition of non-traditional students includingstdnce
learners. They identified four factors affectinggistence: academic variables such as study hahitscourse
availability; background and defining variableslsas age, educational goals, ethnicity; environalestriables
such as finances, hours of employment, family rasjmilities, and outside encouragement; and academi
psychological outcomes while at the college. Themdables can challenge students and push themfdhe
educational institution by putting too much pressoin their time, resources, and sense of well-being

When both academic and environmental variabledaareurable, students should persist. When both
variables are unfavourable, students are likelydtop-out. When academic variables are positive, but
environmental variables are negative, the favoeraffects of academic variables on student goainattent are
suppressed. Students may drop-out of college @espiing academic performance if they perceiveléwsls of
utility, satisfaction, or goal commitment, or ifeth experience high levels of stress.

5. Research Methods and Study Participants

This study adopted a mixed methods approach, im@hboth quantitative and qualitative data
collection methods. This combination of quantitatand qualitative approaches complemented each attie
allowed complete analysis.

The population of this study consisted of undergetel and post-graduate students enrolled in various
degree programmes offered by ZOU and ZOU staff aswhgo Regional Campus.

Selection of study sample was subjected to simptedlom sampling taking cognizance of equal
representation of both sexes. Thus, a sample o&f amad female students was selected so that argnsegender
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challenges impacting upon students’ progressioiddoe identified. A total of 20 respondents wermgked for
this study.
6. Data Callection Instruments
Data collection instruments for this research ideldi combination of various techniques namely:
questionnaire, interview and documentary reviewe Tise of more than one technique was considereoh as
appropriate way for ensuring reliable and validad&irough triangulation. Triangulation refers te #pplication
of several different sources of information in @ash, which serves to enhance the credibility ef gathered
information.
7. Findings
7.1 Individual related challenges facing ODL students
In the questionnaire, respondents were asked ¢oseten selected individual related challenges in a
likert scale format as shown in Table 1. The tablews that more than half agreed with most of tigvidual
related challenges facing them. Only lack of supfrom family etc had less than half (40%) agreeimack of
sufficient time for study and conflicts between wand study schedule had 75% each; distance toetienal
centre, financial constraints and unfavourable hteaening environment had 80% each; difficultiedgarning
technically demanding materials (50%); and infoiorand communication technologies barriers (70%).

Table 1: Responses on individual related challenges facing ODL students
(Source: Primary data)

Strongly Agree Agree
Selected Individual Related Challenges Not Agree

F % F % f %
Lack of sufficient time for study 10 50 5 25 5 25
Distance from home to the regional centre. 8 40 8 40 4 20
Financial constraints 12 60 4 20 4 20

Lack of support from family, employer, friends,
etc. 4 20 4 20 12| 60
Unfavourable home learning environment.

10 50 6 30 4 20
Difficulties in learning technically demanding
material

6 30 4 20 10 50
Lack of experience and/or training with
instructional technologies

8 40 6 30 6 30
Conflicts between family /Work and study
schedule

10 50 5 25 5 25

Most respondents showed that they had challengegiking with information and communication
technologies. As shown in Fig 1, seventy percerthefrespondents had no computer and 55% were ¢dempu
illiterate. The implication is that most of thegadents could not access information on the IntefRee use of
electronic media is therefore likely to exclude thejority of distance learners. This concurs withesal other
studies in developing countries that established @DL students in developing countries are chghenwith
both lack of experience in the application of temlbgy and absence of these technologies (UNESC(Q4;20
Mbukusa, 2009; Basaza et al., 2010). Fig 1 summsitize results on computer ownership and operakiis
among respondents.
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Fig 1: Computer owner ship and application skills
(Source: Primary data)
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Nonetheless, ICT is the major ingredient in thee@fffeness of ODL. In the modern digital world
application of ICT in ODL is not a matter of chaidmuit a must (Cosmas and Mbwete, 2009). ZimbabwenOp
University has regional computerized and digitalidibraries and computer laboratories. If the mégjoof
students cannot operate these gadgets and systemshey are nothing but simply white elephangés tave no
purpose in the university.

Most respondents were adults who were self-finapt¢heir studies. With a host of other obligations
back home finance became an automatic hurdle. Slevespondents have postponed semesters and
examinations at least once due to other commitmesizecially children school fees. Other than tiNESCO
sponsorship for professionalization of secondahostteachers, Zimbabwe Open University has nonfiiesd
assistance scheme for students. Therefore, studemtsupposed to take their own initiatives to sdncial
assistance elsewhere.

About 40% reported lack of support from employersiahallenge facing them. A follow-up discussion
showed that they were denied permission to atteachmations. The fact that they still persistedreuader this
hostile environment shows that they were highly ootted to advancement of their education. This wlasr
indication of self-motivation in learning. As obged by Brien (1992) and Reamer (1990), self-mogigat
distance learners are more likely to persist, emene under the most adverse circumstances, sutdtlaof
support from employers and financial constraintenil@rly, Knowles (1997) described the need forf-sel
motivation and self-direction as important attrémifor overcoming obstacles and successful coarspletion.

As seen from Table 1, about 80% of the respondéntgght that unfavorable home environment was a
challenge facing them. Further probing in the fallop discussion showed that this was not as bighlem as
the university environment itself. If the univeysignvironment is supportive students will manage tiome
environment.

62



Journal of Education and Practice www.iiste.org
ISSN 2222-1735 (Paper) ISSN 2222-288X (Online) ‘-'—.i,'
\ol.6, No.18, 2015 IIS E

7.2 Instructional related challenges facing ODL students
Questionnaire responses to questions on instradtiefated challenges were as in Table 2.

Table 2: Responseson Selected Instructional Related Challenges
(Source: Primary data)

STRONGLY NOT
Selected Challenges AGREE AGREE AGREE
f % F % f %

Delayed/ineffective
feedback from the
Instructors 11 55 4 20 5 25
Lack of instructor’s contact
and inadequate academic

support 10 50 4 20 4 20
Difficulty in attending face
to face 6 |30 10 50 | 4 | 20

Difficulty in attending
Laboratory practicals

6 30 10 50 4 20
Poor course  material
design/ inappropriate
learning materials 8 40 6 30 6 30
Unhelpful course
information and lack of
direction 8 40 6 30 6 30

At least 70 respondents agreed that instructioglated challenges affected them. Seventy five pérce
of the respondents thought that delayed or ingffedeedback was a challenge; seventy percent tiaihgt
lack of instructor’'s contact and /or inadequatedacaic support was a challenge; unhelpful courserinétion
and lack of direction and poor course design /inappate learning materials were also at 70%; aigtite
percent thought difficulties in attending face-twé and laboratory practicals was a challenge.

Students were also unhappy with delayed feedbackhein performance. As reported Iara and
Kling (2001) students experience confusion, anxietyd frustration due to lack of prompt or cleaedieack
from their lecturers. Thus, delayed and ineffecfeedback can add burden to learners who are ditngggith
the isolation and the remoteness nature of distkacaing.

Another related observation was that of lost agammts and test scripts. Respondents were asked if
they had already encountered the problem of thesigaments or test scripts getting lost. Respowsgs as in
Table 3.
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Fig 2: Responses on lost assignments/test scripts
(Source: Primary data)

Responses

M Yes

H No

The follow-up discussion showed that the problensaipts getting lost frustrated, discouraged and
brought many discomforts to students.

Tests and assignments are major assessment to@Blin They give both the lecturer and student
feedback on student progress and thus help deterthénext action. Thus, accurate ways of studegmisles
recording and ensuring that instructors give regfg@dback is of great importance not only for hess’
satisfactions, but also for institution’s reputatio

With regards tutorials, face-to-face and laboratpracticals, respondents’ challenges were socio-
economic in nature like travelling distance and atscompanied expenses. There was also the issue of
dissatisfaction with lecturers and tutors perforomrStudents felt that most of their lecturers camkectures
unprepared and waffle around without saying angmreaningful to students. Most lecturers were diesdras
ineffective.

7.3 Ingtitutional related challenges facing ODL students

Table 3 shows responses to questions addressitigtiosnal related challenges facing ODL students.
Over 65% of the respondents felt that institutiotiadllenges greatly affected their performance pnogjress.
The distribution of responses were as follows: yladastudy materials (95%); accessing administrater@ices
(70%); lack of an effective institutional network technical assistance (60%); lack of responsiverfesm
regional centre / ZOU headquarter administratitadf $90%); lack of appropriate students servicapp®rt
(80%); and lack or delayed important informatio8%a).

Table 3: Responses on rating selected institutional related challenges
(Source: Primary data)

Strongly Agree

Selected Challenges Agree Not Agree
F % fl%]|f %
Delayed study materials at regional centers 18 | 90 1|5 |0 |O

Difficulty in administrative services such as regithg and paying feg 10| 50 4120 6 |30
Lack of appropriate advice provided under the utibref students

services support 10 |50 | 6/30]|4 |20
Lack of an effective institutional network of tedtal assistance 10| 50 2110 8 |40
Lack of responsiveness from regional center/OUT adhearter

administrative staff 15 |75 31152 |10
Lack/delayed of important information 12| 60 2110 6 |30

64



Journal of Education and Practice www.iiste.org
ISSN 2222-1735 (Paper) ISSN 2222-288X (Online) “—.5[1
\ol.6, No.18, 2015 IIS E

The issue of delayed study materials deserves durtfiscussion. Follow-up discussions with
respondents revealed that students were not hajipydelayed study material, especially modules. tMdghe
respondents (95%) received study materials latmemer got them. In this situation students are ctdfiz
academically, psychologically, and financially. kaof study materials may force students to submit
assignments that are not properly written and #reylikely to get to examinations without enougbpgaration
resulting in poor performance. Such poor perfornreamey not be the true reflection of their acadeahitities.
Some students may persist at slow pace, resultingté completion of programmes. Others withdraanfr
studies. The public (employers included) may qoestihe individual student’s academic abilities be ground
that why does it take him /her long to graduatesoAthe quality of education provided through ODdcmes
questionable.

Delayed or lack of study materials may affect stusl@conomically as they waste resources in tefms o
money and time; patiently waiting for the arrivdlsbudy materials and sometimes travelling to regiaentre
to make follow- up, but find nothing.

8. Conclusions

This study reveals that there are several challerigeed by ZOU students. The challenges include
individual, instructional and institutional relatelallenges.

Individual related challenges were found to be latkufficient time for study; problems relatedtie
access and use of ICT; financial constraints; lafckupport from employers; and occasional obstasslting
from travelling distance from home to the regiooahtre; especially during face to face and exananat
sessions.

Instructional related challenges were establishednaffective and delayed feedback of students’
assignments and examinations results, lost saipdsunrecorded grades. These instructional relziialenges
contributed negatively to students’ learning beeastsdents would find it difficult to move on tomeontent.

Institutional related challenges were found as yaor lack of study materials; lack of students
support services in areas of guidance and cougsedind inadequate academic support and adminisrati
services at the regional centre.

9. Recommendations
In line with the above findings and conclusions filowing recommendations are made:
e ZOU should equip students with independent studissk
e ZOU should regularly train students on how to warth ICT;
e ZOU should recruit competent, self-motivated andhedtted academics;
e administrative and counseling services at the rajioentres need improvement to ensure that steident
with various problems access these services easity;
e ZOU must ensure enough production and deliveryuafysmaterials.
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