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Abstract :
This paper reflects the findings of an empirical study conducted in three ODL

institutions of Assam, namely K.K.Handiqui State Open University, IGNOU (Regional Centre),
and DODL, Dibrugarh University. The study aimed at exploring the provisions of learner
support services (LSS) and their impact upon the academic achievements of the learners. Using
a descriptive survey method, data were gathered from 300 randomly selected learners to assess
the impact of LSS on academic achievement. The findings reveal a nuanced picture: while
assignment-related services show a strong positive correlation with academic success, media
support and counseling services exhibit negligible, statistically insignificant impacts. To enhance
overall effectiveness, the study recommends several measures. Strengthening communication
channels, upgrading technological infrastructure, and bolstering administrative support are
essential steps. Furthermore, the introduction of pilot programs, fostering institutional
collaborations, and nurturing a culture of continuous improvement are vital for fostering an
enriched educational environment.
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Introduction :
Learner Support Services (LSS) are the life-blood of the distance education system, providing
indispensable resources that empower learners on their educational journey. Garrison and

Baynton (1987) define LSS as the array of resources accessible to learners to facilitate their
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learning processes. Garrison (1989) elaborates that in the realm of distance education, support
encompasses a broad spectrum of human and non-human resources designed to guide and ease
the educational transaction. These resources can be as varied as library facilities, media and
software programs, community leaders, and socio-economic factors such as financial self-

sufficiency and the capacity to juggle family and community roles.

Simpson (2000) underscores that LSS involves all activities beyond the mere production and
delivery of course materials, focusing on assisting learners throughout their studies. Craft (2002)
stresses the importance of LSS in mitigating the isolating nature of distance education by offering
counseling and tutoring services. These services are crucial in addressing issues such as feelings
of alienation, lack of adequate study spaces, limited access to libraries, inconvenient work hours,
and personal challenges. By tackling these obstacles, LSS creates a nurturing environment that

enhances the distance learning experience.

Craft (1991) further refines the concept of LSS, defining it as any service provided by the
institution other than the course materials, aimed at helping students achieve the instructional
objectives of their courses. This definition highlights the distinct nature of LSS from course
content delivery, encompassing facilities, administrative support, supplementary readings,

human interactions, advice, and moral support.

In essence, learner support services are the backbone of distance education, ensuring that students
receive the comprehensive support they need. By addressing both academic and administrative
issues, LSS empowers learners to overcome challenges and successfully complete their courses,
transforming the educational experience into a fulfilling and accessible journey.

Need of LSS :

Learners in distance education have diverse needs that must be met to ensure a quality
educational experience. According to Nabi Bux Jumani, Abdul Jabbar Bhatti, and Samina Malik
(2013), these needs can be categorized into four key areas: learning needs, survival needs,
advisory needs, and recreational needs. Satisfying all these needs is crucial for delivering a

comprehensive and effective educational experience.

To achieve this, both academic and non-academic support services play a vital role. Morgan
(2012) emphasizes that these support services are essential in helping learners overcome barriers
to their success. Academic support services might include tutoring, access to supplementary

readings, and effective use of media and technology. Non-academic support services could
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encompass counseling, administrative assistance, financial advice, and the provision of

recreational activities to ensure a well-rounded educational environment.

By addressing these diverse needs through robust learner support services, educational
institutions can create a supportive and enriching environment that empowers learners to thrive

and succeed in their studies.

However, the following factors call for additional support services for the learners, in addition to
the support needed for an ordinary individual:

1) To ensure increase in enrolment

2) To ensure students’ retention

3) To meet the psychological needs of the learners
4) To satisfy diverse social needs of the learners

5) To encourage the students with special needs.
ODL Institutions in Assam :

Open and Distance Learning (ODL) is the provision of distance education opportunities in
ways that seek to mitigate or remove barriers to access, such as finances, prior learning,
age, social, work or family commitments, disability, incarceration or other such barriers.
ODL provides the flexibility to complete the coursework from anywhere, at any time, and
at the own pace of the learners.. As such, in order to provide access to education to
individuals who cannot attend traditional classrooms due to various reasons such as
distance, time, cost, or personal responsibilities and with a vision to reach the unreached,
the ODL institutions have been set up in Assam from time to time. Presently, the following
ODL institutions have been rendering their yeoman’s service in the field of distance
education in Assam :
> Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU), Regional Centre at Guwahati ( Year
of establishment: 1996) and Jorhat(2013)
>  Krishna Kanta Handiqui State Open University (KKHSOU), (Year of establishment :
2005)

> Institute of Distance and Open Learning (IDOL), Gauhati University, (Year of
establishment: 1998)

>  Directorate of Open and Distance Learning (DODL), Dibrugarh University, (Year of
establishment : 2001)
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>  Centre for open and distance learning (CODL) Tezpur University. (Year of Establishment
:2011)

Common Provisions of LSS in the ODL institutions :

The learner support services encompass all the form of facilities, administrative assistance,
supplementary readings, human interactions, advice and moral support. However, the LSS being
provided to the distance learners in Assam, can be categorized into the following categories:

i) Admission related Services

i) Regional Centre/ Campus services
iii) Tutorial Services

iv) Counselling Services

V) Assignment related services

Vi) Media support services

vii)  Library services

viii)  Course material services

IX) Examination related services.

Methods :

Considering the nature of the problem, descriptive survey method was used to obtain pertinent
and precise information concerning the current status of phenomena and to draw valid general
conclusions from the facts discovered. Descriptive survey was designed to collect primary data
regarding different aspects of LSS at the three ODL institutions of Assam, namely Krishna Kanta
Handiqui State Open University (KKHSOU), Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU),
and Directorate of Distance Learning (DODL), Dibrugarh University. For this purpose,
questionnaires were constructed besides taking face-to-face interview with the tutors and

coordinators.

Since the population of the study is large, therefore random sampling technique was adopted to

determine the size of the sample. The sample comprises of 300 learners.

The questionnaire (LSSQ) in this study, consisted of nine parts, namely — admission related
services, regional centre/campus services, tutorial services, counseling services, assignment
related services, and media support services, library services, course material services and
examination related services. The forms of questions in the questionnaires were closed ended
having ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ response. Besides framing questionnaires, the investigator conducted
face-to-face interview with the tutors and the coordinators in order to gather in-depth information
about the LSS provided at IGNOU, KKHSOU, and DODL (DU). Interview schedule was also

used for the same.
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Analysis and Findings :

The findings of the study clearly reveal the impact of LSS upon the academic achievements of

the learners. The tablel given below, shows the correlation between provisions of LSS and

Academic Achievements-

Table 1: Correlation between Provisions of LSS and Academic Achievements

Part Provisions of LSS Correlation Academic Achievement
I Admission related Services Pearson Correlation | 0.230
Sig.(2-tailed) 0.000
N 300
] Regional Centre/Campus Services | Pearson Correlation | 0.228
Sig.(2-tailed) 0.000
N 300
i Tutorial Services Pearson Correlation | 0.200
Sig.(2-tailed) 0.001
N 300
IV | Counselling Services Pearson Correlation | 0.110
Sig.(2-tailed) 0.57
N 300
\Y Assignment related Services Pearson Correlation | 0.306
Sig.(2-tailed) 0.000
N 300
VI Media support Services Pearson Correlation | 0.034
Sig.(2-tailed) 0.563
N 300
VIl Library Services Pearson Correlation | 0.222
Sig.(2-tailed) 0.000
N 300
VIl | Course material services Pearson Correlation | 0.270
Sig.(2-tailed) 0.000
N 300
IX Examination related Services Pearson Correlation | 0.116
Sig.(2-tailed) 0.044
N 300
Provisions Pearson Correlation | 0.311
Sig.(2-tailed) 0.000
N 300
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LSS and Academic Achievement
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Fig.1: Correlation between Provisions of LSS and Academic Achievement

The tablel and Fig.1 given above indicate the nature of correlation that exists between the
provisions of LSS and academic achievements of the learners of the ODL institutions of Assam.
In case of admission-related services, it is seen that there is a low but statistically significant
positive correlation (0.230) with academic achievement. There is a low but statistically
significant positive correlation (0.228) between regional centre/campus services and academic
achievement. Again, there is a low but statistically significant positive correlation (0.200)
between tutorial services and academic achievement. But, in case of Counselling Services, there
is a very low positive (0.110) and not statistically significant correlation (p =0.057) with

academic achievement.

Again, in case of assignment-related services, there is a moderate and statistically significant
positive correlation (0.306) between assignment-related services and academic achievement.
But, there is a very low (0.034) and not statistically significant correlation (0.563) between media
support services and academic achievement. Again, the library services, there is a low but
statistically significant positive correlation (0.222) between library services and academic
achievement. There is also a low but statistically significant positive correlation (0.270) between
course material services and academic achievement. There is a very low but statistically
significant positive correlation between examination-related services and academic achievement.
As a whole, there is a moderate and statistically significant positive correlation (0.364) between

overall provisions of LSS and academic achievement.

Thus, the above data suggests that most LSS provisions have a positive correlation with academic
achievement, although the strength of the correlations varies. The strongest correlations are

observed with assignment-related services, while media support services and counselling
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services show negligible and statistically insignificant correlations. This analysis highlights the

importance of specific learner support services in enhancing academic performance.

Institutional Variations of Marks: The table 2 and figure 2 given below, show the institutional

variations of marks-

Table 2: Institutional Variation of Marks and ANOVA Test

Variable Institutions N Mean | Std. Deviation
KKHSOU 100 63.80 11.455
IGNOU 100 59.32 0.848
NS DODL 100 6353 7.408
Total 300 62.22 9.897
Marks Sum of Squares df Mean Square | F Sig.
Between groups 1262.247 2 831.123 6.689 0.001
Within Groups 28024.670 297 94.359
Total 29286.917 299

Variation of marks

63.53 63.8
KKHSOU
IGNOU

59.32 DODL

Figure 2: Bar Chart showing Variation of Marks
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The above table reveals that among the institutions, KKHSOU has the highest mean marks
(63.80), indicating that students from KKHSOU tend to score higher on average compared to
students from IGNOU (59.32) and DODL (63.53) (Fig.2). Again, KKHSOU has the highest
standard deviation (11.45), indicating greater variability in marks among students. DODL has
the lowest standard deviation (7.408), suggesting more consistency in students’ marks. Overall,
the standard deviation for the combined data (9.897) is within the range of individual institutions'
standard deviations, indicating a moderate level of variability when all institutions are considered
together.

Thus, it can be summarized that the learners from KKHSOU tend to score the highest on average,
while students from IGNOU score the lowest. There is more variability in marks among
KKHSOU students and the least variability among DODL students.

Again, the above table shows that F-value is 6.689 and p-value is 0.001. Since the p-value (0.001)
is less than the significance level of 0.05, we reject the null hypothesis. This indicates that there
are statistically significant differences between the group means.

Suggestions:

The role of LSS is very crucial in enhancing a holistic academic achievement especially for
distance learners. As the study reveals that compared to other services, media support services
and counseling services have not been able to contribute significantly towards enhancing
academic performance of the distance learners, it is imperative to give due importance on these
aspects by the institutions concerned. Moreover, the institutions should realize the following

points while providing learner support services efficiently to their learners :

i) Audio-visual aids help in simplifying complex concepts, making them easier to understand.
These aids make learning more engaging and interesting, which is crucial for maintaining the
attention of distance learners. Visual and audio stimuli can significantly improve retention rates
compared to text-based learning alone. They can cater to different learning styles and abilities,
making education more inclusive. Also, learners can access these materials at their convenience,

allowing them to learn at their own pace.

i) Printed materials serve as a reliable reference that learners can revisit. Print support allows

learners to study without the need for electronic devices or internet connectivity, which can be a
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limitation in rural areas. Learners can highlight and annotate printed materials, which can

enhance understanding and retention.

iii) Counseling services provide emotional and psychological support, which is essential for the
well-being of distance learners. They offer guidance on academic and personal issues, helping
learners navigate their educational journey more effectively. Tutors can offer personalized
assistance, addressing specific academic challenges faced by learners. Besides, regular
interaction with tutors can keep learners motivated and engaged.

iv) Career counseling helps learners make informed decisions about their future, aligning their
education with their career goals. It provides insights into the skills and qualifications required
for various career paths, encouraging learners to develop relevant competencies. Similarly,
online counseling makes it easier for learners to access support services from any location. It
provides flexibility, allowing learners to schedule sessions at convenient times. Online platforms

can offer a level of anonymity, encouraging learners to seek help without fear of judgment.

Measures for Improvement :

For improvement of media support services, the following measures will be helpful :

i) Enhanced Connectivity: Improving internet infrastructure to ensure all learners have access to

online resources.

ii) Localized Content: Developing audio-visual materials in local languages to cater to a wider

audience.

iii) Interactive Platforms: Using interactive platforms that allow learners to engage actively with

the content.

iv) Regular Updates: Keeping materials updated to reflect the latest knowledge and trends.

For Counseling Services, the following suggestive measures have been put forward :

i) Increase Availability: Ensuring that counseling services are readily available and accessible

to all distance learners.

ii) Training for Counselors/Tutors: Providing training for counselors/tutors to handle the unique

challenges faced by distance learners.
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iii) Integration with Academic Support: Integrating counseling services with academic support

to provide a holistic support system.

Iv) Awareness Campaigns: Conducting awareness campaigns to inform learners about the

availability and benefits of counseling services.

v) Feedback Mechanism : Implement a feedback mechanism to continuously improve the quality

of counseling services based on learner input.

By enhancing media support services and counseling services, distance learning in Assam can
be made more effective, inclusive, and supportive, ultimately leading to better educational

outcomes for learners.

Conclusion :

Learner support services play a crucial role in enhancing the academic achievements of distance
learners. It provides not merely academic support, but several other essential supports too, like
technological support, emotional and psychological support, administrative support, career and
professional development, personalized learning, etc. The study on LSS in the ODL institutions
of Assam, reveal a mixed landscape. Most of the LSS provisions have a positive correlation with
academic achievement, although the strength of the correlations varies. The strongest correlations
are observed with assignment-related services, while media support services and counselling
services show negligible and statistically insignificant correlations. In order to improve the
condition as a whole, the institutions should enhance communication, technological
infrastructure, and administrative support. Pilot programs, collaboration with other institutions,
and a culture of continuous improvement are crucial. These measures will boost academic
success and satisfaction for ODL students in Assam. By providing robust learner support
services, institutions can significantly improve the academic achievements of distance learners,

leading to better academic performance, and overall success in their educational endeavors.
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