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This paper outlines a research study undertaken as part

of a project funded by the Department for International
Development (DfID) project on distance education at the
Open University of Sri Lanka (OUSL). The objectives

of this study were to establish student understanding of

the University, their satisfaction with support provided at

registration, their satisfaction with academic support and
other support provided throughout their study with the
OUSL. To achieve the above objectives, a pilot study was
conducted by administering three questionnaire modules
focused on OUSL support system to three sets of
students. Frequencies and Chi-square analyses were used
to interpret data. The results of this pilot study clearly
suggest that proper guidance is essential for a distance
learner, especially ar the initial stages. It is also
important to note that the other facilities (libraries,
dormitory facilities, canteens etc.) necessary for students

throughout their studies should be expanded.
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1. Background to the study

The level of student support is regarded as one of the important means of
analysing the effectiveness of teaching-learning experience in a distance
education system. According to Hodgson (1986), it contributes to the
process of learning as much as the study material. Further, support systems
developed in recognition of student needs, help the distance learner become
competent and self confident in learning, social interactions and self
evaluation (Rae 1989). Therefore, many distance education institutions are
concerned about the strengths and weaknesses of their student support
systems. For instance, Brindley and Louis (1990) reported a change of
direction from a strong philosophy of independent study to one of
mnteractional model of support services in the Athabasca University. As they
explained, this change had been reinforced by a number of factors: the major
ones being a clear institutional goal of improving completion rates, the
availability of much better information about their student population, and
the challenge of being more effective with fewer resources.

It would be wrong to assume that adult learners have the ability and the
relevant information to make decisions about courses to be selected and
skills and knowledge required in achieving their educational goals. In fact, in
any distance education institution, student support should start especially
with pre-admission and pre-registration services. As these student support
services play an important role in the distance learner, there should obviously
be a mechanism to evaluate the quality of these services regularly.

The study carried out by the student research centre of the Open University
of UK (OUUK) on Monitoring of Student Satisfaction (MOSS 1994)
provides a framework for the study of support services in distance learning
institutions. The objectives of the MOSS study were several fold: to
investigate the establishment of a system for routinely providing data on
support to students during the inquiry, application and entry stages; effective
operation of continuous assessment system; support to students using new
technologies. Findings of this study indicated that at the initial stage of
distance learning, students should be provided proper guidance and
counselling to be able to develop self-study patterns. If not, they concluded,

the student will either drop out from the course or fail to meet the
requirements of the system. ‘
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Bowser and Race (1991) have conducted another study to evaluate an
orientation programme at UCCQ. The aims of this study were to establish
whether the needs of the participants were being met, to identify who is
using the orientation and why, to identify where improvements or changes
were warranted, and to determine the real cost of the orientation function,
Here also the findings indicated that the provision of a structured,
decentralised orientation . programme = with balanced academic and
administrative services did have an important place in the delivery of distance
education.

At present the Open University of Sri Lanka is also planning to improve its
student support services. The number of studies carried out at the OUSL,
though limited, have widened up the scope of this planning. For instance,
Ismail (1997) conducted a research aiming at the identification of factors
influencing the student dropout from the educational programmes offered by
the OUSL. It revealed a strong relationship between students’ decision to
dropout and their satisfaction with the support provided by the institution.
Several other studies (Wijeratne 1991, Lekamge 1993, de Zoysa 1995,
Jayathilake 1997) had also looked into different aspects of distance education.
However, a comprehensive study which will give regular data about all
aspects of services provided to the students of the Open University had not
been undertaken till now. Therefore, under the DfID project, student
support was identified as one of the main areas to be investigated. As an
initial step, a pilot study was conducted to get an understanding about
students' satisfaction with the support provided at the registration and also
with the other support available through out their study with the OUSL. The
following sections reveal the methodology and findings of that pilot study.

2. Development of questionnaire modules on
student support services

It was decided that the most appropriate means of obtaining feedback on
students' satisfaction with regard to support services would be through a
questionnaire. At the beginning a lengthy questionnaire was prepared to
cover all aspects of student support and distributed to some academics
including Heads of Departments and Deans. Incorporating the suggestions
made by them, the questionnaire was broken down to three modules to
cover support at registration, academic and other support. The main areas
covered in each module are given in Table 1 below:
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Table 1: Main Areas covered in the Questionnaire Modules

Support received at Academic support Other support
registration (Module I) (Module II) Module Iil}
o Personal details o Personal details e Personal details
o Reasons for study e Interaction with OUSL e Library
e Impressions prior to o Day school facilities o Dormitory

registration

Laboratory facilities o Canteen
o |nformation and
guidance received

Continuous assessment | ¢ Other services (incl.

. S Telephone, postal,
o Sources of information Final examination student counsellors etc)

. Financial assistance
o Quality of sources of
information

o Difficulties faced at
registration

Other problems

To obtain a feed back from the students on the questionnaire modules, a pre-
pilot study was carried out with about 50 students. In addition to the
questions relating to the above in Table 1, each module in the pre-pilat study
had a section at the end regarding the questionnaire itself. This section
questioned the students on language preference, length of questionnaire,
questions and instructions that were not clear, etc.

Incorporating the views expressed by the consultants, research seminar
participants and especially the student respondents, the instruments were
further improved and then translated in to Sinhalese language. A pilot study,
which is the main focus of this research paper, was then conducted by
administering the revised and improved modules to three sets of students to
investigate their satisfaction with OUSL support.

3. Pilot study

3.1 Samples and response rates

The Questionnaire Module I was sent to all 360 students who had
registered for the Law degree programme (LLB) in 1997. These students
were selected merely because they were the most recent set of students who
had registered at the University at the time of finalising the instrument.
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Table 2: Sample for Pilot of Questionnaire Module |

Centre English Sinhala Total
Colomho 157 153 s |
Kandy 10 32 42
Matara 01 07 08

Total 168 192 360

Of the total population of 360 surveyed, 130 (36.1%) returned the
Questionnaire Module I. A total of 108 out of the 310 students (47%)
from the Colombo regional centre, 15 out of 42 (35.5%) from the Kandy
regional centre, and 7 out of 8 (87.5%) from the Matara regional centre
returned the questionnaire. With respect to the medium, 79 of the 168
students (47%) who received the questionnaire in the English medium and
51 out of the 192 students (28%) who received the questionnaire in the
Sinhala medium responded.

Questionnaire Module II was distributed to B.Sc. students who had
enrolled in the program in 1995/96 academic year. This sample frame was
chosen because it was felt that the students should have some years of
experience to express their opinion about academic support available to
them. However, even after reminders, only 10% (31) responded to it.
Therefore, a decision was taken not to include data from this questionnaire
module in this article. It is difficult to say at this point whether it is the
different nature of the sample or difficult nawre of the issues being
addressed in the questionnaire that played a part in the low response rate.
However, it is obvious that further investigation should be undertaken as to
how response rates could be increased by encouraging the students to reply.

Table 3: Sample for Pilot of Questionnaire Module 11

Centre English Sinhala Total
Colombo 100 160 260
Kandy 15 25 40
Matara 03 07 10

Total 118 192 310

The focus of the Questionnaire Module ITI was on the other facilities such
as libraries, dormitories and canteens etc. available to students. Therefore a
random sample of 150 each across faculties was selected. Only 106 (23.6%)
respondents out of a total of 450 returned the questionnaire.
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Table 4: Sample for Pilot of Questionnaire Module il

Centre English Sinhala Total .
Colombo 125 176 300
Kandy 30 70 100
Matara 10 40 50
Total 165 285 450

3.2 Characteristics of the Respondents

Of the 130 that returned the Questionnaire Module I, 83.1% are students
from the Colombo regional centre, 11.5% from the Kandy regional centre,
and 5.4% from the Matara regional centre. This total consisted of 60.7%
English medium and 39.2% Sinhala medium students. When considering the
ages of those who responded, less than 4% were between 18-20, a majority
of about 60% were between 21-29, another 14.5% were between 30-39 and
nearly 22% of the respondents were above the age of forty. Among these
returnees, there were 35.9% females and 64.1% males with only about 38%
of them married. The majority possessed A/L (59%) and another 25%
possessed Diploma or above as their highest educational qualification. A fair
proportion (35.9%) of the respondents indicated they were unemployed with
the remaining 64% engaged in a variety of jobs.

Out of 450, only 106 students returned the Questionnaire Module III. The
students of the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences had a response
rate of 28.0% with the Faculty of Natural Science following with 26.7% and
the Faculty of Engineering Technology returning the least with only 15.3%.
The respondents consisted of 45.7% registered at the Colombo regional
centre, 23.8% at the Kandy centre and 13.3% at the Matara centre and all the
other centres combined accounted for the remaining 17.0%. The majority of
the respondents were between 20-29 years (56.6%), mostly male (69.8%) and
largely unmarried (66.7%). Most of them have only come up to their A/Ls or
less (69.9%) but it was found that more than two third of the sample were
employed (68.9%).

3.3 findings of the study
In this section, we outline the main findings of the pilot study including

frequencies and Chi-square results. Chi-square tests were used to investigate
any significant relationship with age, gender, educational qualification,
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occupation, marital status and centre with the other variables covered by the
questionnaire.

Satisfaction with support during registration (Module I)

The majority of students indicated extending knowledge (82.9%) or
/improving career prospects (67.5%) as their most important reasons for
deciding to follow the LLB degree programme. It was encouraging that many
students had decided to study with the OUSL as their first preference
because of the essential features of the distance teaching methods adopted at
the OUSL. For instance many indicated the ability to study even while
employed (69.2%), study at their own time and pace (39.2%), study
irrespective of age (36.9%), study without requiring to attend regular lectures
(25.4%) as their reasons for choosing the OUSL for their higher studies.
These are some of the features that make OUSL distinct from other
conventional universities. As such these should be further strengthened and
should be major considerations when scheduling academic activities.

However, some of the respondents had chosen OUSL because of their
"inability to enter a conventional university" (43.1%) and because "the course
is not available anywhere else" (29.2%). This finding supports the view that -
the OUSL provides a second chance to those who are unable to get into
universities in formal education system. When asked to indicate the main
reason for choosing the OUSL, (Fig. 1), "study while being employed" was
the choice of most respondents (38.7%), followed by "inability to enter a
conventional university" (19.4%).

Main Reason for choosing OUSL

course not offerd
elsewhere

0,
15% rcogn. national university

12%

can't enter convnt.
University )
19% study at own time/pace

8%
no regular lectures
2%
_other
6%

study while employed
38%

Fig. 1
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Interestingly chi square tests revealed a significant correlation between main
reasons for deciding to study further and marital status (x = 477 significant
at .0001) and educational qualifications (x = .588 significant at .005). Single
respondents had indicated career prospects (59.5%) and extending
knowledge (29.7%) as the main reasons. Married people had another
important reason to add on to their list that was their personal development
(26%). The majority of the respondents, who had only G.CE. A/Levels,
wanted to study further to improve their career prospects and this
relationship was significant. However, no significant correlation was found
between reasons for choosing OUSL courses and gender or age. It appears
that irrespective of gender and age people decide to study further aiming ar
getting better jobs, promotions and to improve their knowledge.

From the responses, it is also apparent that a majority of the students had a
good idea of the different aspects of distance teaching methods adopted at
OUSL. Their expectations with regard to components of the study program
included: printed material (79.2%), discussion/ tutorial consultations (65.4%)
written assignments (65.4%) and self-study and independent learning
(61.5%). However, it appears that a fair proportion of students had
expectations regarding formal lectures too. Perhaps more attention should be
paid on enlightening the applicants on this aspect.

Usefulness of Sources

o missing aata
a [ T ) ‘ ] Onot applicable
§ - @ can't remember
§ el B not useful
é i . @useful
- - - Overy useful
fac. studnt.  videos OusL staff i
guide study guide councl.
Fig. 2

Respondents appear to have found the Faculty Student Guide extremely
useful (83%). It is also interesting to see that some students have found
talking to seniors more useful (45.4%) than academic counselling by the staff
(33.8%) as shown in Fig. 2. Though the students have found the faculty
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guide a useful source for obtaining information, their levels of satisfaction
with its content (53.9%), visual presentation (26.2%) and clarity (32.9%) were
not very Ligh. Hence, when revising the faculty guide, this aspect should be
considered. Here we found students, though a very small number, answering
positive when the question is not applicable.

Preferred means of Information
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Fig. 3

On the other hand, it was disappointing that many students either could not
remember or thought the relevant sources of information provided to them
to obtain information as not applicable. Whether this fact has a reflection on
the impact these sources had made on the student needs to bé thought
about.

The results also indicate, as in Fig. 3, the students would certainly like more
information/advice/ guidance on a variety of aspects preferably in the printed
form (83.1%), videos (55.4%), or from a counsellor (79.2%) who can help
them with queries on a one to one basis. As a distance education institution
the OUSL must consider the possibilities of providing clear and precise
information in the printed form. In addition, the use of orientation videos as
much as possible would be useful. '

Finally, the major problems faced by most students at registration appear to
be. the non-availability or not receiving of books and assignments (56.9%).
This situation is very discouraging because the print modules (books) are
expected to take the place of the teacher in a distance education system.
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Therefore it is not surprising to find that students consider the above
situation seriously. Long delays at registration (50.8%) and inability to locate
registration counters (35.4%) were the other main problems they had.
Therefore, better sign posting to locate the counters and minimising the time
a student spends at registration may be helpful for newly enrolling students.
Clearly, these problems reveal the areas we should improve to smoothen the
registration process for students.

Satisfaction with otber support services (Module I1I)

The first set of questions in this module probed student opinion on library
facilities. Among the reasons for using the library the important ones were
"to refer material directly connected to the programme” (73.3%), "to refer
final examination and continuous assessment papers" (62.8%) and "to gain
extra knowledge in the field" (62.8%). There does not seem to be one main
reason as to why the students use the library (Fig. 4), though more than half
gave it as "to refer material directly connected to my programme” (56.0%).

Main Reason to visit Library

other

17% refer study
extra material

0,
knoledge in (i 37%
own field &5
18%
refer past
papers

Fig. 4

Though not primarily intended for general students' use, the main library was
the one visited by most students (67.1%) as well as the most important one
for many students (46.8%).

Half the students (50.0%) stated the necessary material not being available at
their centre as the main reason for preferring this library over the one at their
own centre. The chi-square analysis indicated no difference between the
gender, age, marital status, or centres in these respects. A majority of
students (60.5%) said that their library visits were irregular and driven by
specific needs.
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The Kandy library seems to have most problems with the availability and
quality of printed material; though scoring high on other facilities such as the
opening hours, seating and ventilation, photocopying services etc. The
Colombo library came out on top in these categories where as the Matara
library was the least popular. Regarding the multimedia facilities, though the
degree of satisfaction was generally low (less than 20%) the Kandy library
was placed highest among them.

Only 36 respondents had made use of the dormitory facilities, which were
still on offer at that time. Out of those 36, 23 were male. More than half of
the respondents (57.7%) has mainly used the Colombo dormitory. That may
be because students have to come to Colombo centre to attend their practical
classes which last two to seven days according to the nature of the
programme. Though their satisfaction was moderate with regard to general
facilities at the Colombo dormitory, it was somewhat low regarding "first-aid-
facilities" (21.9%), "refreshment facilities” (25.0%), "comfort" (34.4%)
"toilet/washroom facilities" (40.6%) "cleanliness" (46,9%) and "obtainability"
at only 25%. It was also found that student satisfaction with regard to the
facilities available at the Kandy dormitory was very low. Those who had
never used dormitory indicated "lack of need" as the main reason (69.9%).

~ As majority of the respondents to this question were from Colombo regional

centre, this finding however cannot be relied upon to reflect the situation of
the OUSL student body in general, especially those from out stations.

Only 13 respondents have never visited a canteen of the OUSL. The canteen
of the Colombo regional centre has been visited slightly more than the
canteen of the main campus (62.4% vs. 57.0%). Here the low satisfaction of
the respondents was mainly about the variety of food (37.6%) and about the
cleanliness (only 40.9%). "Value for money" gained 66.3%, while "quantity of
food" stood at 52.2%. The satisfaction with the services stood at 66.3%. In

. general, the satisfaction levels for establishments outside Colombo were

markedly lower.

Queries on services such as telephone boxes, postal services, book/stationary
shop, recreational facilities, social activities, study areas, health centre,
information centre, access through telephone showed low satisfaction on all

‘the areas. A pronounced difference was observed on the relatively high level

of satisfaction with services offered at Colombo regional centre, though the
values are around 30%. At other centres the values do not even approach
20%. The Chi-square tests to determine the difference between the centres,
in terms of the facilities provided, revealed no significant results.
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4. OQverall conclusions

At this stage the questionnaire modules appear relatively satisfactory needing
only minor adjustments. Though insight gained from these pilot studies are
important, we feel separate studies should be carried out with larger sample
frames.

A whole range of issues relevant to new registrants had been surveyed,
though an important area we have not addressed is of identifying the factors
that play a role in an applicants decision not to register with the OUSL or to
drop out after registering for the programme. For the present however, the
Questionnaire Module I will still be a useful tool in contributing for the
future improvement of the registration process.

One concern highlighted during the pilot survey process was the low
response rates obtained for all three modules. Sending reminders to return
the completed questionnaires and translating the instruments into Sinhala do
not appear to have increased the response rates markedly. Therefore it is
necessary to investigate why the response rates are low and also look into
strategies that could encourage students to return the questionnaires (e.g.
glving some incentives).

However, we are encouraged to have a response rate of almost 40% for
Questionnaire Module I together with the responses that have come after the
first reminder. This is quite high compared with the response rates of other
studies conducted by the Distance Education Research Culture Team
(DERC). This, as well as the responses given to open-ended questions,
indicates the need and the willingness of students to convey their opinion
and grievances. It is vital that action is taken on the findings so that the
concerns of the students are addressed, and remedied.

This survey, even at this pilot stage, clearly suggests proper guidance is
essential for a distance learner, especially at the initial stages. Findings of the
MOSS study of the OUUK (1994) also indicated that at the initial stage of a

distance study, students should be provided proper guidance and counselling,

In relation to other support (Questionnaire Module IIT), it was apparent that
the students use library to refer material directly connected to their
programmes. This is a good sign that the students have shown an interest in
reading additional material. Perhaps, a reading list given along with their
course material at the point of registration may encourage them more.
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However, the study did not reveal how far the students use additional
reading material other than their modules. Overall, students are not happy
with the other facilities provided at the main centre. Therefore, steps should
be taken to improve them to required standards. Further, facilities at other
regional centres should also be improved so that the students who visit these
other centres will be benefited.

The present study has no doubt highlighted to some extent the areas of
concern of the newly enrolled students, as well as those who have been
studying with the OUSL. It also reflects how students perceive the services
provided to them. Feed back information collected thus will certainly provide
the decision-makers and administrators with the necessary database to

develop a far more efficient and effective system of student support at the
OUSL.

92




Bibliography

Bowser, D.; Race, K. (1991). Orientation for Distance Education Research, What is
it worth? - Journal of Distance Education Vol. 12 No. 1

Brindley, J.; Louis, MLJ. (1990). Student Support Services, The case for a proactive
approach - Joumal of Distance Education Vol. V No. 1

de Zoysa, T. S.V. (1995). A critical study on Face to Face Component of Distance
Teacher Education Programme of Sri Lanka (based on PGDE Programme
of the OUSL) ~ Unzersity of Colambo, urpublished M.Phil. Thesis

Dillon, CL; Gunawardena, CN,; Parker, R. (1992). Learner Support, The Critical
Link in Distance Education - Distance Education Vol. 13 No. 1

Fung, P.; Calder, J.; Montiero, B. (1994). Monitoring of Student Satisfaction, A
Report on Completion of Pilot Research SERC Rep. No. 90

Hancock, G.F. (1996). ODA Project - Consultancy on Student Support Services

(SSS 1) Report and Recommendations, Unpublished OUSL report
Hodgson, V.E. (1986). The Interrelationship between Support and Learning
Material - Programmed Learning and Educational Technology 23(1)

Ismail, A.GH. (1997). A critical study on factors influencing the student drop-out
from the educational programmes offered by the OUSL- Submitted for the
degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Education, Unaersity of Colamb,
unpublished Pb.D. Thesis

Jayathilake, S.I. (1997). A critical study on Continuos Assessment System done by

written assignments in the PGDE Programme of the OUSL - Unzersity of
Colombo, unpublished MPhil. Thesis

Lekamge, G.D. (1993). Student Success in Teacher Education: A Comparative Study
of Factors affecting Student Success in Teacher Education Programmes

conducted through the Distance Mode ~The Open Unrersity of UK,
wipublished Ph.D. Thesis

Rae (1989). Successful Distance Learner - Some New Zealand Correspondence
School strategies - A. Tait (Ed.) Proceedings from Iuteraction and Independence:
Student Support in Distzce Education and Open Leaming, Downing College,
London. :

Wieratne, W.AR. (1991). The role of face to face components in Distance
- Education with special reference to Sri Lanka experience, Paper presented at

the Annual Conference of the Association of Open Unsversities, September 1991
Colombo.

13-2000-03-174-OUP-300 _ 93




