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Abstract

This comprehensive review examines learner perceptions of support service management in
Open and Distance Learning (ODL) systems across eight critical parameters: Academic Support
Services, Administrative Support Services, Technological Infrastructure Support, Psychosocial
and Emotional Support, Communication and Feedback Mechanisms, Equity and Inclusivity
Support, Financial Support Services, and Continuous Monitoring and Improvement. Through
analysis of over 100 research papers, this review identifies significant gaps in current ODL
support systems and proposes innovative approaches to enhance learner satisfaction and success
rates. The findings reveal that while technological advances have transformed ODL delivery, the
human element in learner support remains crucial for student retention and completion. The
review concludes with recommendations for developing comprehensive, learner-centered support
frameworks that address emerging challenges in digital education environments.
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1. Introduction

Open and Distance Learning (ODL) has opened up new ways for people

to study without having to be on campus (Mishra, 2023; Commonwealth of

Learning, 2025). With online classes, video lectures, printed study materials

delivered by post or email, and mobile apps, learners can study from home at 

their own pace and convenience (Jain, 2023; UNESCO, 2012). This flexibility

is especially helpful in India, where many students live in rural or remote

areas, juggle jobs or family responsibilities alongside their studies, or cannot

afford regular travel to educational centres (Gogoi & Jena, 2020; Lee, 2007).

Over the past two decades, ODL has grown rapidly across Asia, Africa,

Europe and North America. In India alone, institutions like the Indira

Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU) serve millions of learners by

offering dozens of programmes through regional centres, online portals and

study circles (Jain, 2023; IGNOU, 2023). In Africa, ODL provides a vital route

to higher education where campus capacity is limited, though challenges in

electricity and internet access remain (Olugbara, Letseka & Akintolu, 2022;

Musingafi, Mapolisa & Modise, 2024). European universities have developed 

robust quality assurance and collaborative teaching models via networks

such as the European Association of Distance Teaching Universities

(Distance Learning Portal, 2020; EADTU, 2013). In North America,

institutions continue to innovate with learner support technologies, helping

shape best practices worldwide (Lee, 2007; Distance Learning Portal, 2023).

At the heart of successful ODL is a strong system of support services

designed to help learners at every step of their journey (Raphael, 1992;

Tripathy, 2021). These services fall into eight key areas:

l Academic support: clear lesson guidance, tutoring, study resources

and feedback.

l Administrative support: Easy admission, smooth fee payments,

record keeping and exam arrangements.

l Technological support: Reliable online platforms, help desks and

mobile-friendly tools.

l Psychosocial and emotional support: Counselling, peer groups and

mental health resources.



The Perception of Learners of Open and Distance........Comprehensive Review 121

l Communication and feedback: Timely, two-way contact between

students and teachers.

l Equity and inclusivity: Special measures for learners with

disabilities, different languages or low incomes.

l Financial support: Scholarships, loans and budgeting guidance.

l Continuous monitoring and improvement: Regular surveys, data

analysis and service upgrades (Raphael, 1992; Commonwealth of

Learning, 2025).

When these eight areas work well together, learners feel connected,

confident and motivated to complete their courses (Rang’ara, 2024; Nsamba,

2021). Without good support, many ODL students struggle with isolation,

slow responses to questions, technical glitches or unclear administrative

processes-and these issues can lead to wasted effort, frustration and even

dropouts (Musingafi, Mapolisa & Modise, 2024; Pitsoane, 2023).

This review brings together insights from more than one hundred

peer-reviewed articles, case studies from Asia, Africa, Europe and North

America, and major reports from UNESCO, the World Bank and the

Commonwealth of Learning, as well as research published in the Indian

Journal of Open Learning (Olugbara, Letseka & Akintolu, 2022; World Bank,

2022). By examining learner perceptions of each of the eight support areas,

we aim to paint a clear picture of what works well and where improvements

are needed. Following this introduction, we explore each support area in

detail, highlight gaps in current practices and suggest practical ideas that can

make ODL even more effective and inclusive for learners across India and

around the world.

2. Literature Review by Parameters

2.1 Academic Support Services

Academic support services constitute the foundation of effective ODL

systems, encompassing all activities directly related to facilitating student

learning and academic success (Kariuki, 2022; Simpson, 2002; Raphael, 1992). 

Research from multiple continents consistently demonstrates that learner

perceptions of academic support quality significantly influence their overall

satisfaction and academic outcomes in distance learning environments

(Nsamba, 2021; Mythili, 2023; Jain, 2023).

In the Indian context, the Indian Journal of Open Learning provides

extensive documentation of academic support challenges and innovations

within the world’s largest ODL system. Jain’s study of IGNOU Regional

Centre Karnal revealed that web-enabled student support services showed

positive attitudes among ODL learners during the COVID-19 pandemic

(Jain, 2023). The research demonstrated that academic counseling provided



by universities was perceived as conceptual, clear, and knowledgeable, with

students expressing comfort with assignment and examination processes

(Mythili, 2023; Jain, 2023).

Mohapatra’s investigation of learner support services in IGNOU during

the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the transition from traditional ODL to

online modes, emphasizing the importance of technology-integrated

interventions for continuance of teaching-learning processes (IGNOU, 2023). 

The study revealed that Regional Centres adopted innovative approaches

including ICT-enabled tools, web-based technologies, and social media

platforms for effective academic support delivery (IGNOU, 2023).

Research in African ODL contexts identifies assessment, course design,

and good learning/study skills as three critical academic support factors

(Olugbara, Letseka & Akintolu, 2022). Their review revealed that fair and

adequate assessment promotes institutional image and motivates students to 

learn, as they can easily analyze their performance based on internal

assessment (Olugbara, Letseka & Akintolu, 2022).

In European settings, the APEC Quality Assurance of Online Learning

Toolkit includes specific domains related to staffing profiles and professional 

development that directly impact academic support quality (Australian

Government, 2022). Case studies from Australia and India show that

leadership and management actively support the realization of quality

online education through strategic plans and performance indicators

(Australian Government, 2022).

North American studies find that academic/tutorial support in

web-based distance education focuses on facilitating collaborative learning

and increasing interactivity between distance students and instructors (Lee,

2007). Canadian institutions such as Thompson Rivers University demon-

strate innovative approaches to academic support through flexible online and

distance learning programs accessible anywhere, anytime (TRU, 2024).

2.2 Administrative Support Services

Administrative support ensures smooth navigation of enrollment,

records, examinations and learner grievances. Effective administrative

processes reduce procedural barriers and foster learner confidence.

In India, Tripathy (2021) found that clear pre-admission counseling,

streamlined fee payment and timely dispatch of study materials at regional

study centres greatly enhanced learner satisfaction. Gogoi and Jena (2020)

observed that at KKHSOU, efficient handling of registration, academic

records and examination scheduling led to fewer student complaints and

improved retention. Conversely, IGNOU learners during COVID-19

reported occasional delays in digital transcript issuance and unclear online

fee interfaces, highlighting areas for system refinement (IGNOU, 2023).
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African studies reveal that administrative inefficiencies contribute

significantly to attrition. Musingafi, Mapolisa and Modise (2024) reported

that 80 percent of Zimbabwe Open University students experienced

challenges in accessing study centres, receiving materials and obtaining

academic records on time. Pitsoane (2023) noted that South African

institutions lack robust referral and tracking systems, resulting in students

becoming “lost” when transitioning between administrative and academic

support functions.

European ODL providers implement comprehensive “one-stop” digital

portals integrating enrollment, record access and payment services (EADTU, 

2013). The Australian Government (2022) case studies illustrate how aligning 

administrative staff training with service quality indicators reduces learner

wait times and enhances transparency.

In North America, Lee (2007) described how Canadian universities such

as Athabasca University offer 24/7 online dashboards for admissions, course 

registration and grade tracking, significantly reducing administrative

friction. Distance Learning Portal (2023) emphasizes the value of

multilingual support and live chat functions in resolving queries swiftly.

Despite these innovations, research on the direct impact of

administrative support quality on long-term learner outcomes remains

limited. Future studies should assess how integrated digital administrative

platforms affect retention and examine culturally tailored administrative

processes for diverse learner populations.

2.3 Technological Infrastructure Support

Reliable technology platforms and support services are fundamental to

ODL delivery. Learners gauge technological support by system uptime,

help-desk responsiveness and accessibility across devices.

In India, Jain (2023) reported that IGNOU’s Learning Management

System (LMS) achieved high uptime but learners still faced connectivity

issues in remote regions. Mythili (2023) found that while web-based tutorials

were appreciated, many students lacked sufficient bandwidth for

synchronous sessions. Islam (2016) argued for lightweight, mobile-

optimized educational resources to bridge digital divides.

Olugbara, Letseka and Akintolu (2022) identified technical support as

the strongest predictor of student satisfaction across 84 African studies.

However, Musingafi, Mapolisa and Modise (2024) noted inadequate rural

internet infrastructure hampered LMS access, calling for offline resource

options and mobile data subsidies.

European ODL institutions prioritize robust cloud-based LMS

platforms with automatic scaling to prevent service outages (UNESCO,

2005). The UNESCO (2024) report emphasizes open-source technologies to



reduce costs and enhance local customization. EADTU (2013) recommends

standardized API integrations to enable seamless tool interoperability.

North American providers lead in AI-driven help-desk chatbots and

proactive system monitoring (Letseka et al., 2023). Thompson Rivers

University’s 24/7 technical support line and extensive FAQ libraries

significantly reduce resolution times (TRU, 2024).

Key research gaps include evaluating large-scale offline-first learning

designs, assessing the pedagogical impact of emerging technologies such as

virtual reality, and developing predictive maintenance models to preempt

technical failures.

2.4 Psychosocial and Emotional Support

Distance learners often encounter isolation, stress and motivational

challenges. Psychosocial support services address mental health, social

engagement and resilience building.

CDE (2024) highlighted that emotional support frameworks, including

peer mentoring and virtual clubs, help mitigate isolation in California’s

distance programmes. Wang et al. (2023) found that students participating in

online counselling workshops reported reduced anxiety and improved study 

habits.

In India, IGNOU’s student counsellors offered telephonic and email

support during the pandemic; while effective, learners recommended more

frequent group sessions to foster community (IGNOU, 2023). Gogoi and Jena

(2020) noted that Assamese learners valued local language support groups to 

discuss coursework and personal challenges.

Olugbara, Letseka and Akintolu (2022) emphasized the role of social

support in Africa, reporting that peer-led WhatsApp groups provided both

academic assistance and emotional camaraderie. Pitsoane (2023) described

successful South African initiatives pairing learners with trained alumni

mentors for ongoing guidance.

European ODL providers integrate wellness modules into LMS

dashboards, offering mindfulness exercises and stress-management

resources (UNESCO, 2019). The EADTU (2013) toolkit recommends that

institutions embed psychosocial check-ins at key programme milestones to

identify at-risk learners.

North American studies (Lee, 2007; Letseka et al., 2023) demonstrate that 

24/7 teletherapy lines and mental health webinars significantly improve

learner well-being. However, research on culturally responsive psychosocial

interventions for international learners remains scant.

Future work should explore AI-driven sentiment analysis for early

detection of distress signals in learner communications and assess the
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effectiveness of gamified resilience-building platforms in diverse cultural

settings.

2.5 Communication and Feedback Mechanisms
Clear, timely bi-directional communication is vital for learner

engagement. Feedback quality influences motivation and perceived

instructor presence.

JCMR Journal (2023) found that structured discussion forums with

instructor facilitation led to deeper engagement than unmoderated threads.

Ali and Ahmad (2023) reported that student-instructor interaction accounted 

for 58 percent of satisfaction variance in Asian ODL cohorts.

In India, web-enabled student support services at IGNOU included

dedicated email IDs and WhatsApp groups; learners appreciated prompt

responses but sought more synchronous office hours (Jain, 2023). Tripathy

(2021) emphasized the importance of multilingual announcements to cater to 

India’s linguistic diversity.

Olugbara, Letseka and Akintolu (2022) highlighted peer-to-peer

communication via social media in Africa, which often supplemented formal

channels. UNESCO (2005) advises combining synchronous webinars with

asynchronous feedback mechanisms to accommodate varied time zones.

European providers use AI-powered chatbots for routine queries while

reserving human instructors for complex academic feedback (UNESCO,

2019). The Australian Government (2022) case studies demonstrate that clear

response-time SLAs enhance learner trust.

North American institutions such as Athabasca University employ

integrated video feedback tools, where instructors record personalized

responses; students report higher satisfaction and retention with this

approach (Lee, 2007; Distance Learning Portal, 2023).

Research gaps include understanding optimal feedback modalities

across cultures and evaluating the effectiveness of emerging technologies

like automated formative assessment tools.

2.6 Equity and Inclusivity Support
ODL’s promise of democratized education depends on equitable access

and inclusive practices.

UNESCO (2025) guidelines mandate universal design principles in ODL 

content, ensuring accessibility for learners with disabilities. Saxena and

Panigrahi (2017) identify assistive technologies-screen readers, subtitles and

alternative formats-as crucial enablers.

In India, e-GyanKosh units integrate sign-language videos and regional

language modules to address linguistic diversity (e-GyanKosh, 2024). Gogoi

and Jena (2020) emphasize community-based learning circles in rural Assam

to bridge resource gaps.



African ODL programmes often face digital divide challenges; Letseka

et al. (2023) recommend device-lending schemes and partnerships with

community centres to provide computer access. Mpofu’s study in South

Africa underscores the need for culturally relevant case studies and materials 

to enhance learner identification and engagement.

European ODL providers establish quotas and scholarships for

underrepresented groups, tracking demographic data to monitor equity

outcomes (EADTU, 2013). The UNESCO (2019) Global Education

Monitoring Report advocates for disaggregated data collection to inform

targeted interventions.

North American institutions implement financial aid workshops and

peer-navigator programmes for first-generation and Indigenous learners,

significantly improving retention (Lee, 2007; US Government, 2023).

Research should explore intersectional approaches to equity, examining

how socioeconomic status, gender, disability and location jointly affect ODL

experiences, and test scalable community-engagement models for

resource-scarce environments.

2.7 Financial Support Services

Cost considerations influence access, persistence and completion in

ODL programmes.

World Bank (2022) reports that distance learning reduces costs related to 

accommodation and travel, making higher education more accessible.

However, hidden expenses-internet data, devices and printing-can create

financial stress (SCDL, 2022).

In India, flexible installment plans and interest-free loans offered by

IGNOU lowered dropout rates among working learners (Jain, 2023). Khan

Academy (2025) financial literacy modules help learners budget effectively

for additional ODL expenses.

African ODL students often depend on microfinance or employer

sponsorship; Olugbara, Letseka and Akintolu (2022) recommend exploring

income-share agreements and regional scholarship funds to expand access.

Musingafi, Mapolisa and Modise (2024) found that 80 percent of

Zimbabwean learners cited financial constraints as a primary barrier.

European providers use tiered fee structures and early-payment

discounts, while offering targeted grants for low-income learners (UNESCO,

2018). The Commonwealth of Learning (2025) promotes employer

partnerships to subsidize staff training through ODL.

North American institutions administer endowed scholarships and

alumni-funded emergency grants, which research shows improve

completion rates among economically disadvantaged students (Lee, 2007;

Distance Learning Portal, 2023).
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Further research is needed on innovative funding models-such as

income-share agreements and blockchain-based micro-scholarships-and on

the impact of integrated financial counselling services on learner persistence.

2.8 Continuous Monitoring and Improvement

Ongoing quality assurance ensures that support services evolve to meet

learner needs and technological shifts.

Commonwealth of Learning (2025) outlines a cyclical process of data

collection, stakeholder feedback, benchmarking and action planning.

Nsamba (2021) demonstrates that learner feedback loops improve support

effectiveness when formalized and communicated transparently.

In India, IGNOU’s annual learner satisfaction surveys inform strategic

enhancements to administrative workflows and academic support structures 

(IGNOU, 2023). SCDL (2021) uses dashboard analytics to monitor help-desk

ticket resolution times and material dispatch metrics.

African institutions increasingly adopt learning analytics to identify

at-risk learners; Muljana and Luo (2019) found that predictive models

reduced dropout rates by 15 percent when linked to targeted interventions.

Pitsoane (2023) argues for integrating psychosocial indicators into

early-warning systems to address holistic learner needs.

European quality assurance frameworks, such as EQAVET adapted for

online contexts, standardize monitoring across member institutions

(EADTU, 2013). UNESCO (2019) recommends external accreditation reviews 

every five years to maintain international standards.

North American ODL providers leverage AI for real-time system health

monitoring and automated feedback classification, enabling rapid iterative

improvements (Letseka et al., 2023).

Research should investigate cost-benefit analyses of continuous

improvement investments, the role of cross-institutional benchmarking

consortia, and participatory co-design approaches involving learners in

service enhancement.

3. Research Gaps

Despite considerable advances, several gaps warrant further

investigation:

l Few models holistically link academic, administrative, technological

and psychosocial support dimensions. A unified theory could guide

cohesive service design (Simpson, 2004; Nsamba, 2021).

l Comparative studies are needed to understand how cultural contexts

influence support preferences and outcomes, particularly in

multilingual and low-resource settings (Gogoi & Jena, 2020;

UNESCO, 2019).



l Research on support service effects beyond programme completion— 

such as career trajectories and lifelong learning engagement—is

scarce (Olugbara, Letseka & Akintolu, 2022; Rang’ara, 2024).

l Systematic evaluations of AI, VR and adaptive learning tools in

support roles remain limited. Investigations should assess

pedagogical efficacy and equity implications (UNESCO, 2005;

Veletsianos, 2010).

l Resource-efficient service models for large-scale ODL provision in

developing regions require empirical validation (Commonwealth of

Learning, 2025; Shirazi, 2024).

4. Innovative Approaches based on Research Gaps

Building on identified gaps, the following innovations hold promise:

1. Adaptive chatbots and recommendation engines can tailor academic

and mental health support to individual learner profiles (Veletsianos,

2010; Letseka et al., 2023).

2. Secure, verifiable records of learner achievements and support

interactions could streamline credit transfers and employer

recognition (UNESCO, 2019).

3. Immersive social and tutoring environments may mitigate feelings of

isolation and enhance engagement (Australian Government, 2022;

UNESCO, 2019).

4. Just-in-time, bite-sized tutorials delivered via mobile apps can address 

specific learner challenges efficiently (Distance Learning Portal, 2020;

IIIS, 2024).

5. Achievement badges and collaborative challenges incentivize peer

mentoring and build supportive communities (EADTU, 2013;

UNESCO, 2019).

6. Integrating academic performance, engagement metrics and

psychosocial indicators can trigger timely support referrals (Muljana

& Luo, 2019; Pitsoane, 2023).

7. Unified portals combining academic resources, financial counselling

and mental health services acknowledge the interconnected nature of

learner well-being (CDE, 2024; Wang et al., 2023).

5. Conclusion

To sum up, Open and Distance Learning relies heavily on strong support

services to help students learn well and finish their courses. From providing

clear study materials and responsive administration to offering technical help, 

emotional counselling, and regular feedback, every part of support matters a

great deal. Good support makes students feel connected, confident, and

motivated (Rang’ara, 2024; Olugbara, Letseka & Akintolu, 2022).
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In India, we have seen how institutions like IGNOU quickly switched to

online counselling and digital resources during the pandemic. This helped

many learners continue their studies (Jain, 2023; IGNOU, 2023). But there are

still areas to improve, such as helping students in remote areas who face

internet problems and strengthening local study circles for better peer

support (Mythili, 2023; Gogoi & Jena, 2020).

Looking ahead, embracing new ideas like chatbots that answer

questions any time, mobile-friendly short lessons on specific topics, and

virtual spaces where students can meet and study together will make

learning easier for everyone (Veletsianos, 2010; IIIS, 2024). At the same time,

we must keep checking what works best by listening to student feedback,

measuring key results, and making changes quickly (Commonwealth of

Learning, 2025; Nsamba, 2021).

Overall, if we keep improving all eight support areas-academic help,

administration, technology, emotional well-being, communication, fairness,

financial aid, and continuous review-ODL can truly become a flexible,

accessible, and high-quality way of learning for millions of students in India

and beyond.
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