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Keywords Abstract
social-cultural This research explores the social-cultural factors influencing learners' preferences
factors, learners’ | for Open and Distance Learning (ODL). Specific objectives were to investigate

choice, open and | the social-cultural factors influencing learners' choice of ODL, and the role of
distance learning | higher education in promoting preference for ODL and to identify challenges
facing ODL. Case study design and a qualitative approach were used. A purposive
sample of 33 respondents was selected. Focus Group Discussions (FGD) and
interviews were employed to collect the data. Thematic data analysis was
conducted based on three study themes. The findings revealed that time flexibility,
accessibility to course instructors, user-friendliness and access to e-learning
materials, and the online examination programmes influence learners’ preference
for ODL. However, ODL is faced with time constraints, inadequate e-learning
materials, shortage of skilled facilitators, poor rural electric services and
connectivity, and a surge in enrollments without corresponding support services.
Higher learning institutions should create a supportive learning environment to
facilitate more learners’ preference for ODL.

Introduction
Most individuals worldwide face challenges accessing conventional higher learning institutions
due to limited enrollment space (Mbilinyi, 2020). Consequently, a substantial number of people
have turned to Open and Distance Learning (ODL) programmes as a viable alternative, making
distance learning a prevalent model adopted by countries globally, both in developed and
developing regions (Rena, 2007). The establishment of ODL institutions is driven by
governments' commitment to expanding access to university and tertiary education (Mmari,
2020; The Zimbabwe Open University Act, 1999). ODL implies that teaching is predominantly
conducted by individuals not physically present with the learners, and requires a high degree of
openness and flexibility in terms of access, curriculum, and other educational elements (Harry &
Khan, 2020). Gagne and Shephered (2001) define distance education as any organised
educational experience where teaching and learning occur with the teacher being physically
distant from the students for a significant part of the time.

Open and distance learning is emphasised in formal and non-formal education and
community development by national and international organisations (Ololube & Ubogu, 2020).
ODL empbhasises self-learning and non-traditional pedagogy, although some argue that the
structure and content of ODL programmes often mirror those of conventional schemes (Krishna,
2015). Brindley et al. (2004) underscore the crucial role of support services in facilitating
distance learning, aiding students in overcoming challenges and achieving satisfactory academic
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standards. Sufficient support services and communication not only enhance learner motivation
but also position ODL as a preferred choice (Holmberg, 1995). Support for ODL involves crucial
elements such as course materials and counseling sessions (Ashalatha, 1990; Mushi, 1998).
Belanger and Jordan (2000) stress the importance of integrating technology into ODL.

Mabhapatra and Ali (2020) argue that technological setup simplifies implementation and
the success of ODL. Also, a study by Al Lily et al. (2013) accentuates that technological
accessibility can alleviate obstacles and increase the attractiveness of ODL. Kim et al. (2015)
suggest that cultural issues influence learners' expectations and preferences for ODL. Equally, as
noted by Joo et al. (2016), cultural variation and the integration of culturally sensitive pedagogies
mitigates resistance to ODL.

The study by Allen and Seaman (2016) emphasises the growing trend of adult students
opting for online learning due to its adaptability. Rienties et al. (2020) revealed that students who
perceive high levels of institutional support report greater satisfaction and engagement in online
learning environments. Studies by Chen et al. (2020) and the Education Trust (2021) indicate
that ODL is a more viable option for individuals seeking to balance education with financial
limits. Moreover, studies by Cavanaugh et al. (2019) and Koller et al. (2020) state that policies
that encourage ODL lead to increased enrollment and improved educational outcomes.
Moreover, Allen and Seaman (2021) found that online education allows learners to tailor their
study timetables around their own and professional commitments.

Sun and Chen (2016) indicate that learners who value self-directed learning are more
likely to choose ODL. Furthermore, Zhao et al. (2020) suggest that the convenience of accessing
ODL appeals to students’ preference. A study by Van Dijk (2020) points out that learners with
adequate digital literacy are better equipped to circumnavigate online platforms, access
resources, and collaborate with peers, which significantly enhances their overall learning
practice. Distance learning stands out due to its openness, economy of scale, and flexibility,
contributing significantly to higher education and socio-economic and cultural development
(Mustafa, 2020). ODL allows learners to choose their preferred delivery modes and pursue
programmes of interest (Saima et al., 2012).

Despite the growing preference for ODL, in Tanzania, few studies have been conducted
on Social-cultural factors influencing learners' preference of ODL. Many studies, such as
Mahapatra & Ali (2020); Rienties et al. (2020); Chen et al. (2020); Education Trust (2021);
World Economic Forum (2020); Tsai and Fang (2021); Cavanaugh et al. (2019); Koller et al.
(2020); Allen and Seaman (2021); Zhao et al. (2020); and Van Dijk (2020), have paid less
attention to the issue of social-cultural factors in higher education as well. Three research
questions guided the provision of answers: What are the social-cultural factors influencing
learners’ preference for ODL? What is the role of higher education in promoting learners’
preference for ODL; and what are the constraints facing ODL?

Research Objectives
To address the gap noted above, the current study emphasised specific objectives aimed at
answering the main research question. These objectives were:

1. To explore the social-cultural factors that impact learners' preference for ODL;

2. To investigate the role of higher learning institutions in promoting learners’ choice
for ODL;

3. To identify challenges faced by distance learners when opting for ODL.
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Figure 1 illustrates the relationship between social-cultural factors and their impact on
learners' preferences for ODL. It highlights that several factors influence learners' choices,
including technology, culture, work-family balance, social interaction, pedagogical support, and
quality assurance. Additionally, economic factors, globalisation, government policies, and digital
literacy play significant roles. In order to obtain the results, a range of techniques was used,
including qualitative approaches, case study designs, interviews, focus group discussions
(FGDs), thematic analysis, and purposeful sampling.
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Figure 1: A conceptual model of social-cultural factors
influencing learners’ preference for ODL

Methods

In this study, a qualitative research approach was chosen. Qualitative research is a scientific
investigation method focused on understanding a given research problem or topic from the
perspectives of the local population involved (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). This approach was
deemed appropriate because the goal was to glean insights from learners and lecturers regarding
the social-cultural factors influencing learners' preference for ODL. The research aimed to
explore the lived experiences of these social-cultural factors in comparison to other learning
modes. The qualitative approach was considered essential as it allows participants to express
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their views, experiences, feelings, and ideas on the study phenomenon, offering fundamental
answers to the research questions.

A case study design was employed. Kombo and Tromp (2006) suggested that the
research design showcases how all major components of the research project work together to
address central research questions. It involves advance planning of methods for data collection
and analysis techniques, considering the research objectives and available resources.

Sample

The sample was selected from three postgraduate programmes of the faculty of education of the
Open University of Tanzania, Dar es Salaam, regional centre. A purposive sample of 33
informants was selected, consisting of 30 postgraduate students (selected from a total of 104
students) and three instructors (selected from a total of 16 instructors), one from each
postgraduate programme. All student participants of this study were ODL off-campus students
who had adequate understanding of the reasons for opting for ODL mode against the traditional
on-campus mode of learning.

Tools/Techniques for Data Collection

Data were collected through interviews and Focus Group Discussions. Interviews were
conducted with three instructors while FGDs were conducted among learners. A voice recorder
was used during conversations after seeking the informant’s consent. Three specific objectives
guided the interviews and FGDs, that is: the role of higher learning institutions in promoting
ODL; the identification of social-cultural factors influencing learners’ preference for ODL; and
the identification of the challenges facing ODL in higher learning institutions. In order to
increase reliability and validity of the data collection instruments, they were tested in a small
sample in order to check their consistency.

Procedure

Thematic analysis techniques were used to analyse the collected data, organising it into themes
related to the three research objectives. Sub-themes were established, and narrative data were
presented to represent the voices of the respondents. Ethical considerations were observed by
obtaining permission from the University, submitting it to the Regional Administrative
Secretary, and receiving approval for data collection. Respondents were informed about the
exercise before the actual data collection period.

Findings
i) Social-cultural Factors Influencing Learners’ Preference for Open and Distance Learning
From interviews with learners, it was disclosed that students' preference for ODL was influenced
by various key factors, such as time and economic constraints, income levels, the costs of degree
programmes, and the installment-based payment structure. In the words of one student: "There is
great flexibility in undertaking ODL for learners facing time and economic constraints. The cost
of degree programmes is low, and the nature of fee payments is done in installments" (Learner,
FGD 1, June 2022).

As expressed by a learner from FGD 2: "The availability of appropriate learning
materials, different types of delivery technologies such as mobile phones, radio, and television,
availability of e-learning materials, and flexibility influence students' preference for distance
learning" (Learner, FGD 2, June 2022).
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One instructor shared that:

I decided to take this option of learning after seeing the high rate of student enrollment in
distance learning. From 2019 to 2021, a total of 7030 students were enrolled in distance
learning. This situation built confidence in about the authenticity of distance learning
(Instructor 3, July 2022).

The Covid-19 pandemic was identified as a transformative factor that increased
interest in ODL. An instructor mentioned that:

The global teaching-learning system changed significantly during the outbreak of the
Covid-19 pandemic. Educational institutions adopted blended learning approaches for
efficient teaching and used digital technologies to deliver instruction. (Instructor 1, July
2022).

During Focus Group Discussion one of the learners expressed that: “Our attitudes
influence the decision of the choice in the type of learning mode. This is the reason for us
to opt for ODL” (Learner, FGD 1, June 2022).

Likewise, an instructor said that: “cultural aspects, rooted in traditional
knowledge, customs, language, and economic behaviour, play a significant role in opting
for ODL” (Instructor 2, June 2022).

Moreover, technology-related factors play a significant role in influencing
students to opt for online learning. Students and instructors highlighted the importance of
factors such as the availability of computers, computer literacy, internet accessibility, and
online materials. However, the availability of computers is constrained by the financial
capabilities of institutions and learners, especially those from rural and remote areas.
Additionally, one of the instructors emphasised that: “technology, culture and learners
attitude, economic constraints and flexibility are crucial determinants for the choice of
ODL” (Instructor 2, July 2022).

ii) The Role of Higher Learning Institutions in Promoting Learners’ Preferences to Open and

Distance Learning
Numerous roles contribute significantly to advancing learners' preferences in ODL. One

facilitator emphasised their involvement in enhancing learning experiences, stating that: "To

improve learning, my responsibility involves tailoring course content in adaptive learning
platforms to align with current learner needs" (Instructor 1, June 2022).
Another facilitator further stated:

We design courses with multiple entry points, enabling learners to select the sequence of
topics according to their preferences. Online forums are created for discussions, sharing
insights, and collaboration among peers. Moreover, we employ a range of assessment
methods, including quizzes, projects, and peer evaluations, to cater to diverse learning
preferences (Instructor 2, June 2022).

Regarding the incorporation of learners with diverse needs into the distance learning

system, one of them expressed:

Our institution implements accessibility features to cater to learners with diverse needs,
including those with visual or hearing impairments. Additionally, we prioritise cultural
sensitivity, taking into account cultural differences and designing content that is inclusive
and respectful of various cultural perspectives (Instructor 3, June 2022).

185
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In addition, ODL enables individuals to learn while working. One of them was quoted as

saying that:

...ODL provides career access for all kinds of people including able, disabled, rich, poor,
young, and the old, in rural or urban areas. ODL gives every one of these types of people

their own space to study as it offers the greatest flexibility in learning (Instructor 1,
FGD2, June 2022).

iii) Challenges facing Distance Learners in Higher Learning Institutions

Both learners and instructors highlighted the significant barrier posed by the increasing
enrollment of individuals from diverse backgrounds. Learners expressed concerns about
untimely feedback, with one learner sharing their experience.

At times, | encounter delays in obtaining my examination results, leading to stress and
frustration. The uncertainty surrounding the outcome, whether it's a pass or fail,
contributes to the anxiety. I suspect this situation arises due to the substantial number of
learners compared to the resources available for supporting ODL (Learner, FGD3 June
2022).

While acknowledging the promptness of the IT staff in generating control numbers for

tuition fee payments, learners found it challenging, especially for those in rural areas, to access

electronic money payment services due to their limited availability. One student expressed:

At times, | encounter challenges in paying tuition fees and other expenses using control
numbers, leading to delayed payments that cause significant frustration. The system is

designed in a way that failure to make payments results in being denied other institutional

services. However, this initiative is as well seen as a strength it has helped to get rid of
the unwanted long queues for fee payment (Learner, FGD3 June 2022).

One student expressed that:

Despite considerable efforts to make electronic learning materials available, their
adequacy and accessibility remain a significant concern. At times, there is a requirement
to incur high costs for subscribing to specific content from online sources and other
platforms. This factor contributes to the delayed submission of take-home assignments
(Learner, FGD1 June 2022).

Another concern was procrastination in studying and preparing for examinations. One

instructor commented:

Most of our students tend to delay their studies and examinations for various reasons,
including financial challenges like insufficient tuition fees and other institutional costs,
health issues, and other biological factors. Additionally, some students lack computer
literacy skills at the start of their academic journey. Due to these reasons, they often
postpone their studies, placing burdens on both themselves and the university
management (Instructor 1, June 2022).

Therefore, several challenges affects students’ choice of ODL as a learning option in

higher learning institutions both locally and globally. The mitigation of this requires a

comprehensive combination of efforts from different education stakeholders ranging from public

to private.
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Discussion
Conceptualising the factors influencing learners' preference for distance learning is crucial. The
facilitators highlighted income levels, programme costs, and payment modes as influential
factors in students choosing the ODL mode, aligning with UNESCO’s (2002) report emphasising
ODL's flexibility for those with financial and time constraints, providing greater access to higher
education. These findings are supported by Agyemang and Dadzie (2010) and Mmari (2020),
who reported that flexibility in terms of time and finance promotes learners’ preference for
distance education. It was also echoed by Chen et al. (2020), and the Education Trust (2021) who
indicated that ODL is an option for individuals facing financial and time constraints all over the
world.

Furthermore, learners were attracted to ODL due to the availability of ample learning
materials. This finding echoes that of Bahati (2019), who found that course materials determined
students’ preference for ODL in higher education. Moreover, the findings align with Mushi
(1998), who observed that ODL institutions provide readily available learning materials in open
education repositories. Findings were also supported by Anderson and Dron (2023) and Lonn et
al. (2022), who found that the learning materials were a source of learners’ preference for
choosing ODL as a means of accessing higher education.

Learners were motivated to join ODL programmes when observing the nationwide
enrollment figures, suggesting that the significant number of students in distance learning serves
as an attraction for others to opt for ODL. This finding contrasts with perspectives that view
distance learning as an emergency option, as outlined by Bozkurt and Sharma (2020) and
Hodges et al. (2020) who identified that enrolment by other students was the key reason for new
learners’ engagement in ODL mode.

The Covid-19 pandemic was considered another factor influencing the increased interest
in ODL in higher education. This resonates with Belanger and Jordan's (2000) notion that
distance learning employs technology to supplement print-based instruction. It is also
complemented by Mahapatra and Ali (2020), who point out that technology determines learners’
comfort with ODL. Their study also indicates that cultural change plays a role in individuals'
inclination toward higher education. This is reflected in Cheng et al. (2024) and Bozkurt and
Sharma (2023), who found that cultural factors, learners’ attitudes, and economic constraints and
the flexibility of ODL are determinants of learners’ preference for ODL.

Attitudes play a pivotal role in shaping one's behaviour, and influencing choices in
actions or words. This perspective aligns with Halili and Sulaiman (2018), who argue that
attitudes are reflections of personality and indicators of needs, and crucial in understanding
relationship dynamics within both home and societal contexts. Learners, guided by their
attitudes, can make informed decisions regarding their preferred learning mode.

Moreover, the financial capacity of institutions and learners affects computer availability,
especially in rural areas, limiting access to technological resources. Computer literacy becomes a
crucial factor, as emphasised by Joosten and Cusatis (2020), indicating that online learning
demands time management and interaction with technology. Distance learning has proven
instrumental in advancing the careers of the working force in the public and private sectors,
contributing to gender balance and accommodating applicants whom traditional institutions fail
to serve. This aligns with Schaffert (2010), who emphasised ODL's flexibility and ability to meet
diverse learner needs.

Despite the benefits, challenges arise, particularly with the increase in enrollment from
diverse groups, imposing a strain on support services. This aligns with Sikwibele and Mungoo
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(2009) and Aderinoye (2001), who note instructional issues and lack of facilitator-learner contact
as impediments in ODL.

Conclusion
The findings fall under three themes and indicate that, social-cultural factors such as economy,
technology, and time flexibility influence learners’ preference for ODL. In addition, higher
learning has established a friendly mode of support services to enable the learners to proceed
with their programmes without postponement. The conceptual framework (Figure 1) was found
to be informative for the factors conditioning learners’ preference for ODL. The findings have
been confirmed by several recent studies, such as Anderson and Dron (2023), Lonn et al. (2022),
Cheng et al. (2024) and Bozkurt & Sharma (2023). ODL was constrained with some challenges
such as varied learners’ characteristics, limited instructional materials such as audio and video
conferencing, as well as students’ attitude towards ODL and digital literacy. Institutions and
policymakers must consider these social-cultural factors to effectively meet the diverse
preferences and needs of learners in the evolving landscape of education. In regard to policy
framework, these factors have to be considered as necessary issues in order to improve the
quality of the ODL mode (Cavanaugh et al., 2019; Koller et al., 2020).
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