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Abstract

Learner support services constitute an essential component of
any open and distance learning (ODL) system, encompassing
a broad range of academic and related activities. However, the
provision of quality complementary secondary education in
open schools is often constrained by inadequate learner support
services. This challenge emphasises the need to strengthen such
services 1o effectively meet learners’ needs. Specifically, this
paper explored the types and roles of learner support services in
open schooling, and to examine how they influence the delivery
of quality complementary secondary education. Employing a
literature review method, the study draws on existing research,
policy documents, and programme evalnations relevant to open
and distance learning. The findings reveal that comprebensive
support  services-including academic - guidance, - psychosocial
support, access to learning resources, and flexible assessment
practices-positively affect learner retention, engagement, and
academic performance. Furthermore, well-structured support
systems  enhance  inclusivity and institutional  efficiency,
enabling open schools to fulfil their educational mandate. The
study concludes that prioritising learner support services is
essential to  improving quality in open schooling and
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recommends their integration into policy and practice for more
equitable and effective secondary education delivery.
Key words: Support services, Open  schooling  and
Complementary education
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Introduction

Learner support services (LSS) are critical to the success of Open and
Distance Learning (ODL), especially within open schooling models that
aim to reach learners outside the conventional classroom system
(Makarius, Nyangarika & Mwesiga, 2020). These services include
academic advising, mentoring, tutoring, psychosocial counselling,
administrative support, and access to learning materials (Arhin, Ampofo,
Kaedabi-Donkor, Nyagorme & Laryea, 2025). In open schools, where
learners often study independently and with limited direct interaction
with educators, the availability and quality of support services directly
impact learner engagement, persistence, and success (T'shabalala, Ndeya-
Ndereya & van Zyl, 2021; Musingafi, Mapuranga, Chiwanza &
Zebron,2016). Without these services, learners are more likely to become
demotivated, academically isolated, or drop out entirely.

Globally, the provision of LSS varies significantly between developed
and developing countries. In developed contexts such as the United
Kingdom, Canada, and Australia, open schooling and distance education
systems are supported by strong digital infrastructures, qualified
personnel, and well-coordinated learner monitoring mechanisms (Tait,
2015). These systems provide timely academic assistance, psychosocial
support, and continuous learner engagement strategies that enhance
retention and academic success. In contrast, many developing countries
face persistent challenges in establishing comprehensive learner support
systems due to limited technological, financial, and human resources
(Musingafi et al., 2016; Chawinga & Zinn, 2019). This disparity affects
learner outcomes and undermines the overall effectiveness and
credibility of open schooling models.
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In Africa, open schooling has emerged as a key strategy for expanding
access to education, particularly for underserved populations. Despite its
potential, the effectiveness of these systems is often constrained by
inadequate learner support services, which are essential for guiding
learners in self-directed study environments (Mireku, Bervell, Dzamesi &
Nimo, 2024). Weak academic advising, limited psychosocial support, and
insufficient feedback mechanisms continue to hinder learner engagement
and completion rates across many contexts.

In Tanzania, the Education Sector Development Plan (2016/17-
2020/21) and related policies emphasize inclusive education through
alternative pathways such as open schooling under the Alternative
National Framework for Education (ANFE) (URT, 2021). These schools
are designed to expand equitable access to secondary education for out-
of-school youth, rural learners, gitls facing socio-cultural barriers, and
individuals unable to access formal schooling. Through flexible learning
schedules, distance learning approaches, and decentralized study centres,
open schools provide opportunities for continued education (Mbelwa &
Maulid, 2020). However, the expansion of access has not been matched
with adequate strengthening of learner support systems, raising concerns
about the quality of education delivery.

Despite their role in expanding access, open schools in Tanzania
continue to face significant challenges related to learner support services.
Many institutions are under-resourced, with limited trained personnel,
inadequate learning materials, and weak mechanisms for academic and
psychosocial support (Messo, 2014). Consequently, learners often
experience isolation, low motivation, and high dropout rates. Studies
indicate that insufficient personalized guidance, delayed feedback, and
lack of psychosocial support significantly undermine learners’ ability to
cope with self-directed learning demands, thereby affecting the quality of
open and distance education (Kombo & Nkumbi, 2023; Chawinga &
Zinn, 2019)

Given these concerns, this study seeks to assess how learner support
services contribute to improving the quality of complementary secondary
education delivered through open schools. Specifically, it aims to identify
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the types and functions of learner support services and assess how they
influence learner retention, equity, and academic success. Addressing
these issues is vital if open schooling is to fulfil its intended role in
supporting inclusive and lifelong learning. By examining evidence from
existing literature and practices, the study contributes to efforts to
reform open schooling through integrated, learner-centred support
mechanisms that improve both access and quality (Dighe & Reddi, 2017;
Mahai & Mselle, 2023).

This study is grounded in Self-Directed Learning (SDL) theory, which
provides a relevant lens for understanding how learners in open schools
manage their own learning processes. SDL emphasizes the learner’s
autonomy and responsibility in identifying their learning needs, setting
goals, finding resources, choosing learning strategies, and evaluating
outcomes (Rui, Nasri & Mahmud, 2024). Knowles (1975), who
popularized the concept, noted that SDL is especially important in adult
and non-traditional education contexts-such as open schooling-where
learners are expected to operate with a high level of independence. In
such environments, learners often study outside of formal classrooms,
making self-discipline and motivation crucial for success.

In the context of open schools, where face-to-face teacher contact is
minimal and learning occurs at a distance, the SDL model is particularly
applicable (Dahal (& Bhat, 2024). Learners are expected to study
independently, manage their time, and navigate complex learning content
with minimal supervision. However, not all learners possess the skills,
confidence, or resources to succeed in such autonomous environments
(Saad & Al-Mutairi, 2024). This is where learner support services become
critical: they act as scaffolds that assist learners in becoming more
effective self-directed learners. Services such as academic guidance,
mentoring, and counselling help build self-regulation, enhance
motivation, and develop competencies necessary for autonomous
learning (Godfrey, 2022).

Studies have shown that structured learner support systems significantly
enhance the effectiveness of SDL environments by addressing barriers
that hinder self-direction, such as lack of confidence, limited access to
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materials, and emotional stress (Tshabalala et al., 2021; Mahai & Mselle,
2023). For instance, psychosocial support can help learners overcome
anxiety and isolation, while academic tutoring can clarify content and
boost self-efficacy. In this way, learner support services do not replace
autonomy but rather enable it-creating conditions where learners can
thrive in directing their own education journey.

By applying SDL theory, this study views learner support services as
essential enablers that bridge the gap between learner independence
and successful educational outcomes in open schools. The theory
supports the idea that while self-direction is a goal, it must be
supported through intentional, structured interventions. Therefore,
understanding the types and effectiveness of these support services
offers valuable insights into how open schools can strengthen learner
autonomy while ensuring equity and quality in education.

Lekule and Shirima (2023) examined the sustainability of open
schools in providing quality complementary secondary education in
Tanzania using a qualitative approach involving 35 participants. The
findings indicate that limited learner support services are a major
barrier to sustainability, with challenges such as a shortage of qualified
facilitators, inadequate library facilities, limited study centres, and
insufficient guidance and counselling services negatively affecting
learners’ academic performance. Similarly, Okafor, Onwuadi, Imo,
Eneh, Okeke and Eseadi (2021) found that counselling as a learner
support service significantly enhances the quality of learning among
students at the National Open University of Nigeria South-East study
centres.

Losioki (2025) and Mahai and Mselle (2023) found that psychological
support services, including counselling, emotional support, and
encouragement, significantly contribute to building learners’ resilience
and sustaining motivation to learn. Contrary to this Komba and
Mwandaniji (2020) highlighted widespread inefficiencies in Tanzanian
open schools, including poor communication and disorganized exam
logistics. Furthermore, Mahai and Mselle (2023) emphasize that
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psychosocial support indirectly enhances learning outcomes by
promoting focus, reducing anxiety, and improving learners’ self-
confidence. Collectively, these factors re essential for enhancing
learners” motivation, emotional well-being, and overall academic
performance in open and distance learning environments.

Methodology

This study adopted a desk review research design, which involves the
systematic  collection, examination, and synthesis of existing
documents to explore how learner support services influence the
quality of education in open schools. The desk review approach is
suitable for research that seeks to generate insights from existing
knowledge, policies, and evaluations rather than primary data
collection. It enabled the researcher to examine various scholarly
articles, institutional reports, policy documents, and program
evaluations related to open and distance learning (ODL), open
schooling, and learner support services, particularly in the context of
developing countries such as Tanzania.

The literature used in this study was sourced from peer-reviewed
journal articles, academic reports, official documents, and reputable
online databases accessed through Google Scholar. These sources
offered recent and suitable material related to open and distance
learning, open schooling, and learner support services, with a focus in
developed and developing countries including Tanzania.

The inclusion criteria focused on studies published in English
between 2014 and 2025, peer-reviewed journal articles and reports
addressing learner support services, open schooling, and educational
quality. Relevant studies and concept that, discusses learner support
systems and educational outcomes taken into account. The exclusion
criteria included the eliminated sources that were not peer-reviewed,
lacked methodological clarity, were unrelated to education, or focused
exclusively on higher education without reference to open schooling
or secondary education contexts.
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Data extraction involved systematically identifying key information
such as authorship, year, study context, methodology, and findings
related to learner support services and quality outcomes. The analysis
involved thematic categorization of findings to identify patterns and
Insights related to: the types and roles of learner support services in
open schools, and the impact of such services on learner outcomes,
particularly in terms of retention, inclusion, and academic
performance. The credibility of sources was ensured by selecting
peer-reviewed studies and official policy reports. This method allowed
the researcher to derive well-informed conclusions and practical
recommendations without the limitations and resource demands of
field-based data collection.

Ethical considerations were observed by ensuring proper citation and
acknowledgment of all sources used in the review. The researcher
avoided plagiarism by accurately paraphrasing and referencing all
ideas derived from the literature.

Results and Discussion

Exploring the Types and Roles of Learner Support Services in
Open Schooling

The analysis of the findings revealed that open schools in Tanzania
implement a range of learner support services (LSS) to assist students
in managing the flexible and autonomous nature of open and distance
learning. These services are categorized into four main types:
academic,  psychosocial, = administrative = and  technological
(Mwachande, 2022). Each plays a distinct role in addressing learner
needs and aligns with the principles of Self-Directed ILearning
(Knowles, 1975), which emphasizes learner autonomy, self-
motivation, and self-management. Empirical evidences suggests that
effective learner support services enhance learner independence,
engagement, and academic success in open learning environments
(Rui, Nasri & Mahmud, 2024; Dahal & Bhat, 2024; Godfrey, 2022).
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However, Tibane, Mafa-Theledi, Masebe and Mathye (2024) reveal
notable disparities in the availability and effectiveness of these
services, particularly in under-resourced schools. Similarly, Martin
(2017) observes that resource availability is significantly related to
school efficiency, although the relationship is weak, indicating that
limited resources continue to hinder effective service delivery. In
contrast to positive expectation of LSS effectiveness other studies
indicate that inadequate implementation of support services often
leads to learner isolation, low motivation, and poor academic
performance (Musingafi et al., 2016; Chawinga & Zinn, 2019).

Academic Support Services

Findings indicated that academic support is the most prevalent form
of LSS in open schools (Ndege, Ndiritu & Gatotoh, 2023). It includes
services such as tutoring, distribution of self-instructional materials,
guided study sessions, and feedback on assighments. According to
Tshabalala et al. (2021), these services help learners grasp complex
content, reinforce understanding, and develop independent study
skills. In alignment with SDL theory, academic support fosters
learners' ability to take responsibility for their own learning by
enhancing their capacity for planning, self-monitoring, and reflection.
However, the data revealed that in many Tanzanian open schools,
academic support is pootly structured. Learners often receive printed
modules without complementary tutorial support or interactive
feedback. This limitation undermines the SDL process and restricts
learners' capacity to master content independently. There is a clear
need to strengthen academic interventions through scheduled
tutorials, formative assessments, and personalized guidance to
promote learner autonomy and success.

Psychosocial Support Services

Psychosocial support services emerged as essential in addressing
learners' emotional and psychological well-being (Bretton, 2024). The
findings highlighted services such as counselling, peer mentorship,
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and motivational talks as particularly valuable for vulnerable learners-
including teenage mothers and out-of-school youth. Similarly, Losioki
(2025) found that psychological support services, including
counselling, emotional support, and encouragement, significantly
contribute to building learners’ resilience and sustaining motivation to
learn. These findings are further reinforced by Mahai and Mselle
(2023) who argue that psychosocial support enables learners to cope
with stigma, stress, and external pressures, thereby sustaining their
motivation to learn. From an SDL perspective, such support is critical
in fostering self-motivation and perseverance-key traits for self-
directed learners. However, Muganda & Mwinuka (2019) reported
that psychosocial support is largely absent or inconsistently offered
across open schools. The study further found that, lack of formalized
counselling structures contributes to feelings of isolation and leads
many learners to drop out. Institutionalizing psychosocial services
would therefore strengthen learners' emotional resilience, support
SDL processes, and improve academic persistence.

Administrative Support Services

The findings also confirmed that administrative support services are
instrumental in facilitating learners' navigation of the schooling
process (Mwanchande, 2022). These services include assistance with
enrolment, timetabling, exam scheduling, and certification. When
effective, administrative systems reduce confusion, build learner trust,
and enable smoother progression through the education system.
Komba and Mwandanji (2020) highlighted widespread inefficiencies
in Tanzanian open schools, including poor communication and
disorganized exam logistics. These limitations hinder learners' ability
to independently plan and regulate their learning. In line with SDL
theory, well-organized administrative structures are necessaty to
supportt learners' goal setting, time management, and decision-making.
Improving administrative responsiveness and simplifying procedures
can therefore enhance learners' ability to manage their own learning
pathways (He, Nutton, Graham, Hirschausen & Su, 2021).
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Technological Support Services

Technological support services were found to be increasingly critical
in enabling access to content, promoting interaction, and supporting
digital learning (Ashfaq, 2025). Services include online learning
platforms, mobile applications, and technical assistance. Mtebe and
Raisamo (2018) observed that technology use in open schools
encourages learner autonomy and flexibility, core principles in SDL
theory. However, the review revealed considerable gaps in digital
infrastructure, particularly in rural areas (Chawinga & Zinn, 2019).
Many learners lack access to internet, devices, and digital literacy
skills-factors that limit their engagement with online content and self-
paced learning. Without adequate technological support, learners are
unable to fully control the timing, pace, and mode of their learning.
Addressing this gap requires investment in ICT infrastructure,
training, and accessible digital content to support the development of
self-directed learners.

Examining How Learner Support Services Influence the
Delivery of Quality Complementary Secondary Education

The analysis of the findings demonstrated that learner support
services significantly influence the delivery of quality complementary
secondary education in open schools. When effectively implemented,
LSS enhance learner engagement, promote retention, improve
academic performance, and support educational equity. These
outcomes are consistent with the principles of Self-Directed Learning,
which posit that learners thrive in environments that encourage
autonomy, provide timely feedback, and meet diverse needs. The
absence or inadequacy of LSS was found to negatively impact
learners' capacity to persist, progress, and succeed within open
schooling systems.

Findings revealed that LSS contribute substantially to increasing learner
engagement. Academic support, such as structured tutorials and
feedback, was reported to enhance learners' interaction with educational
materials (Tshabalala et al, 2021). Psychosocial services, including
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mentorship and motivational sessions, also helped learners remain
emotionally connected to their educational goals (Mahai & Mselle, 2023).
Within the framework of SDL theory, engagement is a product of
internal motivation and self-regulation. The presence of responsive
support services enables learners to actively participate, self-monitor
their progress, and take greater responsibility for their learning. These
findings affirm the need for consistent and learner-centred support
mechanisms to maintain engagement in open schooling.

The analysis further showed that well-structured support services
improve learner retention. Support mechanisms such as academic
advising, emotional counselling, and clear administrative communication
help learners navigate challenges that might otherwise lead to dropout
(Komba & Nkumbi, 2023). In the context of SDL, retention is linked to
the learner's ability to manage setbacks and remain motivated. The
findings suggest that regular follow-ups, flexible learning schedules, and
personalized guidance are effective in reinforcing commitment to
learning. In contrast, the absence of such services often results in
frustration, disconnection, and early withdrawal from school.
Institutionalizing supportive systems is therefore key to sustaining
participation and reducing attrition in open schools.

The findings also established a direct relationship between learner
support services and academic achievement (Wambua, Gakuu, Kidombo
& Ndege, 2019). Services such as tutoring, timely feedback, and targeted
interventions enable learners to address learning gaps and strengthen
understanding (Mtana & Mhando, 2016). Psychosocial support
contributes indirectly by fostering focus, reducing anxiety, and improving
self-confidence (Mahai & Mselle, 2023). In line with SDL theory,
academic success is achieved when learners are empowered to assess
their performance, seek help, and adjust their strategies accordingly.
Thus, robust LSS not only supplement content delivery but also build
learners' capacity for independent problem-solving and achievement.

Lastly, findings confirmed that LSS play a pivotal role in advancing
equity and inclusion in open schooling. Support services tailored to
marginalized groups-such as girls, rural learners, and working youth-
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reduce systemic barriers to participation and success (Leung, Kassel-
Gomez, Sullivan, Murahara & Flanagan, 2022). For example, flexible
delivery models, mobile learning tools, and counselling services have
been particularly beneficial to learners managing economic hardship,
stigma, or domestic responsibilities (Chawinga & Zinn, 2019; Mahai &
Mselle, 2023). According to SDL theory, learners are more likely to
thrive when they are provided with a supportive environment that
accommodates their specific needs and fosters autonomy. These findings
underscore the necessity of embedding inclusive support structures to
ensure that all learners-regardless of background-have equitable
opportunities to engage in self-directed learning and succeed. Contrary
to this, Hassan (2020) reveals significant shortcomings in the quality of
LSS provision. The study found that key components such as face-to-
face support, internet services, communication systems, and the Moodle
platform were inadequately delivered, thereby negatively affecting the
overall quality of learner support at the Zanzibar Centre. This suggests
that while LSS have the potential to enhance equity and inclusion, their
effectiveness is highly dependent on the quality, accessibility, and
consistency of their implementation.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the findings of this study affirm that learner support
services (LSS)-comprising academic, psychosocial, administrative, and
technological components-are vital to the effectiveness of open
schooling in delivering quality complementary secondary education.
These services enhance learner engagement, retention, academic
performance, and inclusivity, especially for marginalized populations,
by aligning with the principles of Self-Directed Learning which
emphasize learner autonomy, motivation, and support. However, the
study also revealed significant gaps in the availability, consistency, and
quality of these services, particularly in resource-constrained settings
like Tanzania.
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Recommendations

It is therefore recommended that policymakers and educational
stakeholders strengthen institutional frameworks for LSS through
increased funding, structured capacity-building, deployment of trained
support personnel, integration of ICT tools, and policy reforms that
prioritize learner-centred approaches. Embedding robust support
systems in open schooling is essential not only for improving
educational outcomes but also for advancing equity and lifelong
learning goals.
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