STUDENT SUPPORT AS A PANACEA FOR
ENHANCING STUDENT SUCCESS IN AN OPEN
DISTANCE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

Cecilia Temilola Olugbara, UNESCO Chair on ODL, University of South Africa, South Africa
Moekets Letseka, UNESCO Chair on ODL, University of South Africa, South Africa
Morakinyo Akintolu, UNESCO Chair on ODL, University of South Africa, South Africa

ABSTRACT

Student support is a fundamental component of any open and distance learning (ODL) system to

mitigate the intrinsic challenges of student isolation, high dropout rates, and low throughput. Research

interest in student support is continually growing as a panacea for enhancing student success in ODL,

but relatively little research has been carried out to understand factors influencing student support in

enhancing student success in an ODL environment. This study conducted a systematic literature review

on 84 studies published between 2012 and 2022 as indexed by the Web of Science and Google Scholar,

which covered factors influencing student support in the ODL environment. The data were analyzed using

the template analysis technique to categorize the factors into the three dimensions of the Simpson distance

student support model. The classification sought to provide a comprehensive guide for ODL institutions in

the development of support services appropriate for enhancing students’ success in an ODL environment.
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INTRODUCTION

Open and distance learning (ODL) is the
world’s fastest growing area of educational devel-
opment, and it continues to be a complementary
mode of learning in the twenty-first century.
Despite the growth, accessibility, convenience, and
flexibility inherent in the ODL mode of delivery,
there is a fundamental challenge of low pass rates
and high student dropout rates because of students’
isolation from their peers, their teachers, and insti-
tutions (Kegiang, 2017). Some scholars (Mpofu,
2016; Pitsoe & Baloyi; 2015; Simpson, 2016) rec-
ognized that the distance deficit in ODL required
the provision of student support to reduce the chal-
lenges of students’ isolation and late completion of
programs. Research interest in student support as
a catalyst for student success in ODL is continu-
ally growing because students and their lecturers

are physically separated from one another. The
degree of students’ success depends on the number
of support services that are made available to them
by the ODL institution (Nsamba & Makoe, 2017).
However, relatively little research has been carried
out to investigate how student support persistently
influences student success rates in Open Distance
Learning contexts. The main purpose of this con-
ceptual paper is to identify the factors influencing
student support to enhance student success in ODL
settings and categorize and classify them accord-
ing to the three dimensions of Simpson’s Distance
Student Support Model. A comprehension of some
of the factors influencing student success will help
ODL institutions to determine the type of support
services that can be provided to the students.

STUDENT SUPPORT IN OPEN DISTANCE LEARNING
Student support is defined in different ways in
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the ODL literature. According to Arko-Achemfuor
(2017), student support is a broad term referring
to the range of services that are provided by insti-
tutions to assist their students in meeting their
learning objectives and gaining the knowledge,
expertise, and skills to complete their studies suc-
cessfully. Sanchez-Elvira Paniagua and Simpson
(2018) defined student support as all those activities
that institutions might undertake to assist students
to succeed in their learning endeavors other than
the production and delivery of course materials.
Stewart et al. (2013) asserted that student support
in Distance Education comprises three categories,
namely: (a) a course and design element (course
design and content delivery), (b) instructional sup-
port services (student organizations, academic
and technical services), and (c) university support
services (orientations, success and retention pro-
grams, scholarships and awards, library resources,
computing, and technology). However, for this
paper, the definition provided by Sanchez-Elvira
Paniagua and Simpson (2018) has been adapted
and used. Sanchez-Elvira Paniagua and Simpson
(2018) argued that, from a student-centered learn-
ing perspective, giving support to students is the
most powerful way to engage them, promote reten-
tion, and enhance their academic performance,
satisfaction, and wellbeing. Moreover, student sup-
port services are developed by ODL institutions
to help strengthen students’ motivation, help them
develop effective study skills, and assist them in
tackling numerous personal, emotional, social,
and academic problems in the learning process
(Nsamba & Makoe, 2017). In ODL, student sup-
port services take on different forms, including the
following: registration, tutorial classes, contact ses-
sions, learning management systems, whiteboard,
workshops, guidance and counseling, information
and communication technologies (ICT), audio-
visual technologies, study centers, and financial
assistance. All these services enhance student per-
formance in their studies (Arko-Achemfuor, 2017).
There are three types of student support (Simpson,
2016), which are outlined below:

Cognitive or Academic Support involves
not just teaching but helping students to develop
learning skills together with the important skills
of assessment and feedback, and helping students
reflect on their strengths and weaknesses.

Organizational Support involves helping

students with the management of their studies. It
includes helping a student manage their study time
and keep up with the pace of the course.

Emotional Support involves helping students
deal with the emotional side of their learning by
helping them to develop learning motivation, and
self-confidence and find ways of managing the
stress of learning, particularly assessment stress.

The prime aim of this conceptual paper is to
explore the enduring factors influencing student
support in enhancing student success in ODL con-
texts. The paper is guided by the following research
questions:

* What are the persistent factors that influence
student support in enhancing student success
in ODL?

+ How can the persistent factors be cat-
egorized into the three dimensions of the
Distance Student Support Model?

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study is underpinned by Moore’s (1997)
transactional distance theory, which refers to the
distance that exists in all educational programs.
According to Moore, distance education is not
solely a geographic separation between the teachers
and the students, but rather it is a pedagogical con-
cept. The inherent physical separation of a student
from the presence of learning activities in distance
education has the potential of creating psychologi-
cal and communication gaps and barriers, and this
is what constitutes transactional distance (Moore,
1997). Sanchez-Elvira Paniagua & Simpson (2018)
suggest that one way of reducing the transactional
distance between students and the institution is
through the provision of appropriate and effective
support services by the ODL institution for their
students to enhance their success rate.

Concerning the study, Moore’s transactional
distance theory emphasized that ODL students
are inherently separated all over the different geo-
graphical locations that built psychological and
communication gaps. The transactional distance
deficit can be reduced through various forms of
support being provided by Open Distance Learning
Institutions. This means that various stakeholders
(teaching and nonteaching staff) in the institutions
intervene to assist students who are not physically
available by leveraging technology tools to reach
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students and using etiquette during a telephonic
conversation, for example.

METHOD

This study employed a systematic review pro-
cedure of factors influencing student support to
enhance student success in an Open Distance
Learning environment. We used the template anal-
ysis technique (Albelbisi et al., 2018) to categorize
the studies carried out on student success in ODL.
We searched related studies from academic data-
bases such as Web of Science and Google Scholar.
The reference list of each article was also reviewed
to gather more relevant studies. The search was
conducted using the following keywords: “student
support,” “open distance learning,” and “student
success.” Since the primary focus of this study was
on identifying factors influencing student support
to enhance student success in ODL, we consid-
ered articles that investigated student support in
ODL, student success in ODL, students’ persis-
tence in ODL, students’ academic performance,
engagement, and perceived quality dimensions. To
qualify, an article had to have been peer-reviewed,
written in the English language, and published
from 2012 to 2022. This allowed us to review the
most up-to-date studies on ODL and study the
developments in ODL education. We screened and
selected articles relevant to the theme of student
success in ODL based on the information provided
in their abstracts, followed by examining the full
text of each article to discard articles not contribut-
ing to the scope of the study and methods.

Next, we used Template Analysis to themati-
cally organize and analyze the data. Thematic
Analysis (TA) is considered one of the most com-
mon methods of content analysis, where the coding
is based on designing the categories to capture
the major themes that exist in the text (Albessi et
al, 2018). Thus, template analysis was employed
manually as the classification technique for catego-
rizing and calculating the frequency of the factors
identified from literature that influence student
support in enhancing student success in the ODL
environment according to the three dimensions
of Simpson’s (2016) Distance Student Support
Model (DSSM). The analysis was done by inte-
grating and contrasting the findings from several
articles into themes or coding in the textual data
(e.g., good learning skills, communication), then
organizing them in the template (e.g., academic,

organizational, emotional). Table 1 shows the clas-
sification of the studies included in this review
according to the templates and themes.

RESULTS

The result of the systematic review focused on
84 articles that matched the criteria. The search
was based on the Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Review and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA)
guidelines by Moher et al., (2009). Figure 1 shows
the PRISMA flow diagram of a reviewed article on
factors influencing student support to enhance stu-
dent success in ODL.

Figure 1: Flow Diagram of Articles Selection Process (adapted
from Moher et al., 2009; Olugbara, Letseka, et al., 2021)
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The 84 articles were published between 2012
and 2022 and the frequency of publication year is
displayed in Figure 2.
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Figure 2 shows that the most prolific year of
publication on student success in ODL was 2021
because of the emergency switch to online learning
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Table 1: Classification of Factors Influencing Student Support in Enhancing Student Success Based on Simpson’s (2016) Distance Student Support Model

Template Factor Studies
Academic Assessment Agbanu etal., 2018; Dhunpath & Dhunpath, 2015; Krull & Duart, 2018;
Support Nyamupangedengu, 2017; Simpson, 2016; Thalplivaal, 2014

Course Design

Auetal.,2018; Baber, 2020; Dhunpath & Dhunpath, 2015; Garratt-Reed et al., 2016; Hammond & Shoemaker,
2014; Kamble et al., 2021; Kauffman, 2015; Khlaif et al., 2021; Kumar et al., 2021; Muljana & Luo, 2019

Good Learning
/ Study Skills

Karaetal.,2019; Krull & Duart, 2018; Pitsoe & Baloyi, 2015; Puspitasari & Oetoyo, 2018; Simpson, 2016

Organizational
Support

Communication

Agbanu et al., 2018; Ametepe & Khan, 2021; Aversa & MacCall, 2013; Hazaymeh,
2021; Joo, 2014; Krull & Duart, 2018; Nyamupangedengu, 2017; 0'Neill & Sai, 2014;
Pitsoe & Baloyi, 2015; Simpson, 2013; Vakoufari & Christina, 2014

Financial Issues

Aversa & MacCall, 2013; Muljana & Luo, 2019; Parkes et al., 2015; Sénchez-Elvira Paniagua & Simpson, 2018

Interaction

Adarkwah, 2021; Ametepe & Khan, 2021; Baber, 2020; Dumais et al., 2013; Dzakiria, 2012; Fredrickson,
2015; Garratt-Reed et al., 2016; Gaytan, 2015; Hazaymeh, 2021; Joo, 2014; Kamble et al., 2021; Kara et
al., 2019; Kauffman, 2015; Kumar et al., 2021; Langegard et al., 2021; Makoe, 2012; Maré & Mutezo, 2021;
Muljana & Luo, 2019; Muzammil et al., 2020; Nsamba & Makoe, 2017; Oliveira et al., 2021; Salta et al., 2022,
Séanchez-Elvira Paniagua & Simpson, 2018; Shah & Cheng, 2019; Ulfa & Fatawi, 2021; Zhou & Zhang, 2021

Lack of Resource
Accessibility

Arko-Achemfuor, 2017; Dhunpath & Dhunpath, 2015; Kara et al., 2019; Kuo et al., 2013; Nyamupangedengu, 2017

Social Presence /
Sense of [solation

Kahu etal., 2013; Kara et al., 2019; Laslo-Roth et al., 2022; Misirli & Ergulec,
2021; Nguyen et al., 2021; Tan, 2021; Vakoufari & Christina, 2014

Student
Engagement

Alman et al., 2012; Baber, 2020; Bagriacik Yilmaz & Banyard, 2020; Eliasquevici et al., 2017,
Hammond & Shoemaker, 2014; Khlaif et al., 2021; Kim et al., 2020; Muljana & Luo, 2019; Muzammil
etal., 2020; Nguyen et al., 2021; Pinchbeck & Heaney, 2017; Salta et al., 2022; Sanchez-Elvira
Paniagua & Simpson, 2018; Schreiber & Yu, 2016; Shah & Cheng, 2019; Wallace et al., 2021

Time Management

Hart, 2012; Hazaymeh, 2021; Kara et al, 2019; Kauffman, 2015; Khlaif et al., 2021; Krull
& Duart, 2018; Laslo-Roth et al., 2022; Leeds et al., 2013; McGhie, 2017; Puspitasari &
Oetoyo, 2018; Simons et al., 2018; Simpson, 2016; Tladi, 2013; Yang et al., 2017

Emotional
Support

Age

Karaetal.,2019;Knestrick et al., 2016; Kor et al., 2016; Muljana & Luo, 2019; Pratt, 2015;
Sanchez-Elvira Paniagua & Simpson, 2018; Wladis et al., 2015; Wuellner, 2013

Difficulty of Study
Materials

Dhunpath & Dhunpath, 2015; Kara et al., 2019; Muljana & Luo, 2019; Tladi, 2013; Yang et al., 2017

Motivation to Learn

Agbanuetal., 2018; Baber, 2020; Blau et al., 2017; Dilmag, 2020; Dorsah, 2021; Esra & Sevilen, 2021; Kahu et
al., 2013; Kauffman, 2015; Kor et al., 2016; Langegard et al., 2021; Muljana & Luo, 2019; Nguyen et al., 2021;
Pitsoe & Baloyi, 2015; Puspitasari & Oetoyo, 2018; Sanchez-Elvira Paniagua & Simpson, 2018; Simons et al.,
2018; Simpson, 2013, 2016; ten Hoeve et al., 2017; van Rooij et al., 2018; Wuellner, 2013; Yang et al., 2017

Satisfaction with
the Course

Agbanu etal., 2018; Aldhahi etal., 2022; Bdair, 2021; Hart, 2012; Ho et al., 2021; Kor et al.,
2016; Lee & Choi, 2013; Muzammil et al., 2020; Nguyen et al., 2021; Olugbara, Letseka, et
al., 2021; Vakoufari & Christina, 2014; van Rooij et al., 2018; Zhou & Zhang, 2021

Self-Confidence

Gomez, 2013; Hart, 2012; Kara et al., 2019; Kor et al., 2016; Mpofu, 2016; Nyamupangedengu,
2017; Puspitasari & Oetoyo, 2018; Sanchez-Elvira Paniagua & Simpson, 2018; Simons et al.,
2018; Simpson, 2016; Vakoufari & Christina, 2014; van Rooij et al., 2018; Wuellner, 2013

Social-Economic
Status

Arko-Achemfuor, 2017; Krull & Duart, 2018; Misopoulos et al., 2018;
Mushtaq & Khan, 2012; Pitsoe & Baloyi, 2015; Simpson, 2016

Technology Skills

Chiu, 2021; Dorsah, 2021; Kara et al., 2019; Krull & Duart, 2018; Parkes et al., 2015; Shaw et al., 2016
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at all levels of education due to the outbreak of the
COVID-19 pandemic. There is a greater fluctuating
trend in the published research between 2012 and
2020 than we expected. We are of the viewpoint that
this trend has not followed the rapid development
in ODL education but shows that the upsurge of
COVID-19 sped up advancement in ODL education.
Of the 84 studies, 78 were journals, 4 book chap-
ters, 1 conference paper, and 1 technical report. The
results showed that Open Learning: The Journal
of Open, Distance and e-Learning; Education
and Information Technologies; European Journal
of Open, Distance and E-Learning; Distance
Education; Turkish Online Journal of Distance
Education; and American Journal of Distance
Education, were the top six journals that published
the highest number of articles related to student suc-
cess in ODL. The remaining journals in this study
offer a single paper only, which demonstrates the
scarcity of research findings on students’ success
in ODL before the outbreak of COVID-19. All 84
papers were classified into 17 identified factors that
influence student success in ODL with support,
which include: age, assessment, social-economic sta-
tus, good learning/study skills, motivation to learn,
self-confidence, time management, interaction,
technology skills, communication, satisfaction with
the course, lack of resource accessibility, difficulty
of study materials, course design, student engage-
ment, financial issues, and social presence/sense of
isolation. The 17 factors that influence student suc-
cess with support in ODL were then categorized into
each of the dimensions of Simpson’s (2016) DSSM.
Although, we categorized all the factors into each
of the three dimensions of the model, some of the
factors vacillate between the three dimensions of the
model. In this paper, the categorization is based on
the precise dimensions of the model.

DISCUSSION

The primary purpose of this study was to
explore the underlying factors influencing student
support in enhancing student success in ODL.
By reviewing 84 peer-reviewed articles published
from 2012 to 2022, we found that 17 factors influ-
ence student support in enhancing student success
in ODL. The influence of the 17 factors on student
success in ODL is discussed below according to
three dimensions of Simpson’s Distance Student
Support Model.

Cognitive (Academic Support)

Academic support represents factors related to
helping students develop learning skills and skills
of assessment and feedback. In this study, there are
three (3) academic support factors identified from
the systematic literature review:

Assessment

Assessment is an important factor in determin-
ing student success in ODL. Agbanu et al, (2018)
explained that fair and adequate assessment pro-
motes the image of the institution and motivates
students to learn since they can easily analyze their
performance based on their internal assessment.

Course Design

Kumar et al. (2021) affirmed that the quality of
the course content development and design has a
significant positive relationship with the student’s
learning outcomes and success. Au et al. (2018) and
Puspitasari and Oetoyo (2018) emphasized that the
lack of flexibility in course design affects student
success in ODL. The course design and deliv-
ery must accommodate students with different
learning styles. ODL institutions should provide
learning activities that support students with dif-
ferent learning styles and needs.

Good Learning/Study Skills

Good learning and study skills are essential for
a student to succeed in ODL institutions (Simpson,
2016). Since ODL students often study alone,
they need to adjust their learning habits and must
develop the skills of independent learning. Without
a routine or fixed study schedule, the students tend
to attend to other tasks such as office-related jobs,
socializing, or completing other chores, thereby
postponing studying and completing assignments
(Puspitasari & Oetoyo, 2018).

Organizational Support

Organizational support represents factors
related to helping students manage their studies
and keep up with the pace of the module, and in
this study seven (7) organizational support factors
were identified:

Communication

Communication between student and content,
student and instructor, and student and student
can enhance the student’s learning experience.
Agbanu et al. (2018) and Adarkwah (2021) asserted
that the inherent distance between students,
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institutions, and instructors contributes to student
ineffectiveness with their courses and a lack of
communication between all three, which leads to
academic dropout.

Financial Issues

Financial problems were also contribut-
ing issues to students’ dropout problems. Many
ODL students paid the tuition fees out of pocket.
Financial problems were considered an additional
responsibility for them and thereby influenced their
decision to continue with their studies (Muljana
& Luo, 2019; Parkes et al., 2015; Sanchez-Elvira
Paniagua & Simpson, 2018).

Interaction

Active interaction between the instructor
and students is one of the most influential fac-
tors encouraging students’ performance, success,
and retention in ODL settings (Hazaymeh, 2021,
Maré & Mutezo, 2021). An active learning strat-
egy engages the students to interact with the
course or to get involved in the learning process
(Ulfa & Fatawi, 2021). Learner-content interaction
contributes predominately toward the success-
ful realization of the expected learning outcomes
(Kumar et al., 2021). Garrat-Reed et al. (2016)
reported that instructors’ ineffective interac-
tion with students may lead to several learning
challenges especially when the instructors have
limited communication with students or fail to
provide them with a timely response. A study by
Muzammil et al., (2020) among students in open
and distance learning universities in Indonesia
showed that interaction among students, the
interaction between students and teachers, and
interaction between students and content have a
positive impact on student engagement and their
success in an ODL space.

Lack of Resource Accessibility

Accessing reliable information and learning
resources through the internet is a serious challenge
for students in ODL institutions. Studies show that
some ODL students, most especially those in rural
areas, are not able to access the learning materials
adequately because of technological challenges and
poor internet connectivity, which negatively impacts
their studies and learning experiences (Arko-
Achemfour, 2017; Dhunpath & Dhunpath, 2015).

Social Presence/Sense of Isolation

Social presence has been found to enhance
students’ performance in their learning and facili-
tate the development of student confidence in the
ODL environment (Vankoufari & Christina, 2014).
A study carried out by Laslo-Roth et al., (2022)
demonstrated that students experienced higher lev-
els of loneliness and increased social isolation with
distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic.
In another study with distance education students,
Kara et al., (2019) reported that the sense of isolation
caused by a lack of interaction and insufficient com-
munication between the instructors and the students
and among students increased the risk of dropout.

Student Engagement

Student engagement is a reliable predictor of
student success and lack of it affects the effective-
ness of ODL programs (Hammond & Shoemaker,
2014). Some scholars (Bagriacik Yilmaz &
Banyard, 2020; Khlaif et al., 2021) assert that
student engagement in ODL enhanced the perfor-
mance and outcomes of the learning process and
increased student retention rates in distance learn-
ing education. Schreiber and Yu (2016) indicated
that instructors’ continuous active engagement
with students fosters their knowledge acquisition
and persistence with the program.

Time Management

Time management skills are important for
student persistence in ODL programs (Yang et
al., 2017). Miscalculating the time required for
a student to complete the study materials could
influence their decision to withdraw (Muljana &
Luo, 2019). Most ODL students are working class
and need more time and greater commitment to
complete their studies. However, poor time man-
agement was also reported to cause students to
withdraw from ODL. Students who are unable to
manage their study time tend to procrastinate their
learning activities and are likely to be unsuccessful
in their studies (Puspitasari & Oetoyo, 2018).

Emotional Support

Emotional support represents factors related
to helping students deal with the emotional side of
their learning, and in this study, there are seven (7)
emotional support factors:

Age
Sanchez-Elvira Paniagua and Simpson (2018)
reported that students in ODL are older than
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students in conventional institutions and have
other demands that affect their time to study, such
as family and work. Some of them have been away
from formal education for a long duration, and this
affects their success rate.

Difficulty of Study Materials

Yang et al. (2017) found that the difficulty
level of the academic program is another influen-
tial determinant of student retention in ODL. They
also indicated that students tend to drop out when
the curriculum or program is too difficult to under-
stand and fails to meet their learning preferences.
Similarly, program difficulty, in general, is also
reported as a challenge that leads to dropouts in
distance education programs (Kara et al., 2019).

Motivation to Learn

Motivation is considered a critical factor influ-
encing student success in ODL. It is the engine that
controls students’ learning process with the course
materials and helps sustain student persistence
to complete their courses (Esra & Sevilen, 2021,
Langegard et al., 2021; Simpson, 2016). In their
study, Yang et al. (2017) established that a lack
of motivation to learn may lead to students drop-
ping out, especially when the study materials and
assignments are too boring. A study by Esra and
Sevilen (2021) found that motivation is a key factor
that affects students’ success and performance in
their learning process.

Satisfaction with the Course

Student satisfaction with their course or pro-
gram is an important determinant of the quality of
learning experiences and enhances the success of
learning in higher education (Aldhahi et al., 2022;
Ho et al., 2021). Muljana and Luo (2019) confirmed
that students who are satisfied with their program
can better cope with academic demands and obtain
higher scores in examinations. Students who are not
satisfied may be preoccupied with the dilemma of
whether to proceed with the program. A meta-anal-
ysis study by Olugbara, Letseka, et al. (2021) and
a multiple correspondence analysis by Olugbara,
Letseka, & Olugbara (2021) found satisfaction to
be a strong significant factor influencing student
acceptance of MOOCs and success in Open Distance
Learning. Zhou and Zhang (2021) in their study of
the perception of students’ learning experience in
online distance learning revealed that students’ high
level of satisfaction with the course influenced their

overall performance and success in the course.

Self-confidence

Self-confidence enables students to persevere
in learning and perform adequately in the ODL
environment (Simons et al., 2018). Many research-
ers (e.g., Van Rooij et al., 2018) pointed out that
students who are more confident in their academ-
ics tend to regulate their effort and manage their
study time and environment more effectively than
students with low self-confidence.

Social-economic Status

Pitsoe and Baloyi (2015) indicated that the
socio-economic status of the student is vital in
understanding student success problems in ODL.
They also reported that many students in ODL
institutions come from diverse socio-economic
backgrounds in both rural and urban areas.
Some students come from schools that are poorly
resourced and they are not adequately prepared for
higher education. When these students enroll in
higher education, they are expected to learn com-
plex new materials independently, and adjusting to
new ways of learning in ODL becomes a problem
for them.

Technology Skills

Some scholars (Dorsah, 2021; Maré & Mutezo,
2021) stated that students who succeed in an online
learning environment are those who are well pre-
pared, ready to follow their study online, and
skilled in the use of technology to interact with
other students and teachers. In their study, Kara
et al., (2019) reported that a lack of technology
skills makes the instructional process challenging
for adult students in ODL institutions. The adult
student has difficulty participating in collaborative
activities because of inadequate technical skills
to interact with the instructors and their peers on
the internet. Likewise, Kahu et al., (2013) revealed
that some of the students had technical problems
participating in educational activities at their home
and they could not study in their workplaces.

CONCLUSION

The primary need for student support in Open
and Distance Learning (ODL) is to assist students
to succeed in their learning. This study has com-
piled publications related to student support and
success to better understand factors that influence
student success in ODL. Understanding the factors
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influencing student success in ODL education will
help ODL institutions control the rate of attrition of
students and increase student retention. Thematic
content analysis was employed to identify 17 factors
that influence student success in ODL. Simpson’s
Distance Student Support Model has been success-
fully applied to classify the 17 factors into the three
dimensions of the model. The study established
that both academic and nonacademic support was
influential in promoting student retention in ODL,
with nonacademic support being more prominent.
This study demonstrated that nonacademic support
should be considered important in enhancing stu-
dents’ success and curbing the attrition of students
in ODL. The findings offer implications for ODL
practitioners such as academics, administrators,
faculty, and support personnel to be cognizant of
the type of support services that could best meet
the expectations of their students.

The study has limitations, therefore, the
findings of this study may only be cautiously inter-
preted and generalized. First, this study reviewed
84 relevant published articles written in English
between 2012 and 2022. We had no access to raw
data from any study, and all our assumptions were
made based on the interpretations and analysis of
the findings reported by the 84 selected studies.
Future research should conduct empirical studies
with robust analysis for comparison and to corrob-
orate our results. Second, this study only examined
the Web of Science and Google Scholar databases.
Although the most popular journals in the topic
of this study are included in these databases, the
search parameters might have excluded a few rel-
evant studies that contain useful information that
could have enriched our findings. Future research
should include more edatabases, educational jour-
nals, and theses and dissertations in the search
process to provide a deeper understanding of the
topic. Nevertheless, this study has provided valu-
able information regarding factors that influence
student success in an ODL space.
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