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Abstract 

Considering that many governments, through their agencies, Commissions, or Councils of 

Higher Education, have used a top-down approach to enforce quality assurance in 

universities, very little evidence on the ground   shows that there is general agreement among 

stakeholders of what  quality is, neither do learners themselves been involved in determining 

quality of the services provided (Parker,2011). This study employed a sample of 150 

returning students of the first semester of 2012 at the Zimbabwe Open University (ZOU) to 

draw up a qualitative analysis of what the students perceive as benchmarks of quality 

attributes of the learner support services provided for them by the institution. Results 

indicated that learners expect all learner support services provided to have the following 

attributes:  availability, accessibility, affordability, flexibility, usability, among other quality 

attributes and these can be recommended as a framework that can be used to benchmark 

quality assurance for every learner support service provided in distance education. 

Keywords: framework, benchmarking, quality attributes, learner support services, open and 

distance learning, learners 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

Introduction 

With the general acceptance that the provision for learner support services in open and 

distance learning  (ODL) institutions is central to student success and retention ( Thorpe, 

2002), it has also become increasingly critical that the issues of quality assurance be received 

and treated with considerable attention (Olejede, 2005). Given the diverse nature of ODL 

delivery modes of learner support provisions, public scrutiny for quality issues is becoming 

greater than ever before ( Shelton, 2011) with a number of stakeholders and constituencies 

concerned with higher education wondering whether what is offered in ODL institutions is 

worthwhile or not. Worse still, in Zimbabwe, where the issue of ODL is relatively new, and 

with many stakeholders and practitioners having been oriented in conventional on-campus 

institutions,  „what goes on‟ in ODL institutions is looked at with a great deal of suspicion, 

more so when it comes to issues of quality. For this reason, quality assurance for distance 
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higher education, becomes one of the main concerns and a bone of contention among 

competing institutions and stakeholders today (Inglis,2005; Parker,2011; Shelton,2011). 

Of late in Zimbabwean institutions of higher learning, the debate on quality assurance 

operations has been shrouded with suspicion, with many practitioners battling to understand 

what quality is all about, worse still, with people failing to comprehend that what is quality in 

conventional institutions can be taken to be the same in ODL institutions such as the ZOU. 

Alternatively, there has been lack of agreement on whether the criteria used to determine 

quality in conventional systems can be the same as one used in an ODL system. This lack of 

agreement is caused, of course, by lack of understanding that quality does not exist in 

isolation from its context of use (Commonwealth of Learning (COL), 1999). In Europe and 

elsewhere, the challenge has been the same, with the implementation of quality assurance 

systems (QAS) menaced by a lack of a generally accepted QAS and the incompatibility of 

assessment of QAS for both traditional and ODL modes of delivery (Kefalas, Ratalis, 

Stamatis, and Theodoros, 2003). Thus, communicating quality to various stakeholders in 

higher education systems remains a challenge (Parker, 2011). 

In their attempt to rectify issues of quality, many governments have set up agencies or 

accreditors, commissions and Councils of Higher Education to determine , implement and 

enforce quality assurance in institutions of higher learning. In Zimbabwe, the government has 

mandated the Zimbabwe Council of Higher Education (ZIMCHE) to determine and enforce 

quality standards in all institutions of higher education, including the ZOU. In the view of 

many, this approach is seen as a top-down approach or a top-down imposition of quality 

indicators on institutions (Garlick and Pryor, 2004) that does not clearly address the basic 

questions „What is quality?‟ and „Quality assurance for who?‟, as asked by Twigg (2001). 

Twigg‟s emphasis on asking the question “Quality assurance for who?” should then direct the 

discussion in this paper. To this end, Twigg (2001) argues: 

Any discussion about quality in a distributed learning environment musk ask: “From 

whose perspective are we considering quality?. If we are looking at quality from the 

view point of most traditional higher education institutions, we are likely to get a 

different answer from that offered by students studying via technology, especially at a 

distance. 

The difference in understanding about what quality is from both traditional on-campus and 

distance off-campus institutions is true, even though guidelines or criteria used to determine 

quality is more or less the same. This shows, as COL (1999) observes, that there is very little 

evidence on the ground that there is a general agreement among stakeholders of what quality 

is. The current frameworks in determining quality are deficient in that their focus have been 

to lay down criteria for measuring quality without asking, consulting or involving the very 

consumers of educational services, who are the learners, about what quality is. This is 

because quality, like any business product, is what consumers say it is (Mariansingam and 

Hanna, 2006). To this effect, a product tends to become a quality product when it is of value 

to the consumer (Schweiger, 1996). Learners, like customers, desire to be satisfied, and 

customer satisfaction is the one thing that seem to be a given in every approach to defining 
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quality (COL, 1999; Mariansingam and Hanna, 2006). The argument in this study therefore, 

is that a learner is a learner no matter from what level or institution that learner is coming 

from. They are the learners (students) who know what is wanted and one obvious thing that is 

common amongst them is that they want to achieve. They want to succeed, complete their 

programmes and graduate. To this end, what makes them do so is probably what quality is for 

them.  

The assertions in the foregoing discussion point to the fact that QAS in many higher 

education institutions are faulty, they are deficient in that the benchmarking tools of quality 

are not offering solutions to benchmarking quality in an increasingly „involve me‟ evaluation 

world ( Inglis, 2005). It is therefore the view of the researchers in this study that if learners 

are given the opportunity to determine their own quality attributes, then the limitations and 

weaknesses embedded in existing quality frameworks (Mariansingam and Hanna, 2006), may 

be avoided, thus prompting a definite need for developing a more comprehensive quality 

assurance benchmarks which provide a common platform for comparison (Twigg, 2001) 

amongst competing universities in Zimbabwe or across the globe where quality for 

educational services provided, is considered the biggest marketing tool (Inglis, 2005). 

 

Statement of the Problem 

With the increase in the demand for ODL educational provisions, the issues of quality 

assurance for those provisions have also come under public scrutiny, resulting in 

governments and institutions of higher learning using a top-down approach to impose quality 

guidelines or benchmarks with little attention paid to finding out whether or not learners are 

benefitting from such quality procedures and at the same time with less agreement by 

institutions of what quality is. This study argued that the seemingly lack of consultation and 

engagement of learners to determine their own quality benchmarks that satisfy their learning 

needs , makes the current frameworks deficient. As such, any meaningful quality assurance 

framework should make learners‟ views their starting point, and this was the essence of this 

study.  

Objectives of the Study 

The study sought to achieve the following: 

1. To find out to what extent  the current ZIMCHE quality guidelines satisfy learners‟ 

needs at the ZOU 

2. To determine quality attributes for learner support services that learners consider 

satisfying to their learning needs 

3. To find out whether learners approach the issue of quality assurance in the same way 

as providers 
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4. To develop a generic framework for quality assurance benchmarks based on learners‟ 

views and which can be applied to every learning situation. 

Research Questions 

The study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. To what extent do the current ZIMCHE quality guidelines satisfy learners‟ needs at 

the ZOU? 

2. What quality attributes for learner support services are considered satisfying to 

learners‟ needs? 

3. Do learners approach the issue of quality assurance for learner support services in the 

same way as their providers? 

4. To what extent can institutions of higher learning develop a generic framework for 

quality assurance benchmarks based on learners‟ views? 

Significance of the study 

The study would assist governments and institutions of higher learning to establish common 

quality assurance guidelines that would reduce suspicion between institutions and quality 

assurance beneficiaries, thus, increasing confidence in the quality of learners produced by 

those institutions. Learners themselves feel confident in determining quality attributes that 

satisfy their needs and this increases their motivation to learn and to succeed in a given 

learning environment. 

Assumptions 

The study assumed that: 

In any learning environment, all learners have a common goal, of wanting to achieve and 

succeed in their learning endeavours. To this end, they are aware of what makes them 

achieve. 

Conceptual Framework 

The term quality has received a number of definitions, and therefore not easy to comprehend. 

However, quality is defined as the level of value in a product or a level of achievement or a 

level against which to judge others (Uvah, 2005). From the point of view of service 

providers, as COL (1999) notes, it is a characteristic of the products and services an 

organisation offers. It also means finding out what needs to be changed to ensure customer 

satisfaction (Olejede, 2005), thus, learning what one is doing and doing it better. From the 

point of view of the customer, and indeed the learner, quality is a product characteristic with 

a fitness of purpose, that is, one that has the capacity to satisfy his/her educational needs. 

Quality assurance is therefore a process or system of managing quality in educational 

institutions (COL, 1999).  Furthermore, benchmarking, in any quality arena, is a term widely 
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used to compare a set of products or services against the best that can be found within the 

relevant institution, or the process of identifying and learning from good practices in other 

institutions (Inglis, 2005). 

On the other hand, the term learner support has also defied a simple definition. However, in 

the context of this study, and as agreed by a number of authors in literature, learner support 

simply means all the resources and services that learners can access in order to successfully 

carry out a learning process (Usun, 2004; Gujjar, Chaudhry and Chaudhry,2009; Hardman 

and Dunlap,2003; Thorpe, 2002; Kehrwald,2007). In other words, learner support adds value 

for learners. It addresses their needs and empowers them to create learning experiences which 

are more personally meaningful, more relevant and more productive (Kehrwald, 2007). 

However, the learner support services provided by the educational institutions, and on which 

to set quality guidelines and benchmarks, are as varied and complex as their products. 

Gleaning through literature, many frameworks for developing quality assurance guidelines, 

for example, those given by COL (1999), Tait (2002), Thorpe (2002), acknowledge the 

following elements as existing in many institutions of higher learning and the following are 

the commonest: 

 Courses and degrees offered 

 Staff establishment and qualifications 

 Programmes management 

 Teaching and learning materials and facilities 

 Enrolment and registration 

 Guidance and counselling  

 Libraries and other technological services 

 Assessment procedures and feedback systems 

 Research 

Whilst many institutions would use the above elements to establish criteria for quality 

assurance, very little attention has been paid to finding out whether quality assurance benefits 

reach the intended target (Inglis,2005). This means, the current practices focus on institutions 

having these guidelines on their shelves, paying less attention to accord the learner the 

opportunity to think, reflect, challenge, and engage in dialogue with their authorities in order 

to improve quality of services provided (Olejede,2005). The essence of the current study, 

therefore, is to engage the learners themselves to determine quality attributes that are of direct 

benefit to them. To this end, what learners say is quality could then be used to develop a 

framework for quality assurance system in a particular institution or in similar educational 

institutions. 
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Theoretical Framework 

Shelton (2011) reviewed a range of paradigms for evaluating quality of on-line education 

programmes that came close to the expectations of this study and from which relevance could 

be drawn. Prominent amongst paradigms reviewed are the Bates ACTIONS model (Bates, 

2000), and the Sloans Consortium Five Pilllar of quality model (Sloans, 2009). Bates (2000) 

coined the acronym ACTIONS to describe quality attributes that any learner support service 

should possess in order to satisfy learners needs. Thus, ACTIONs would denote: 

 Access and flexibility 

 Costs 

 Teaching and learning 

 Interactivity and user-friendliness 

 Organisational structure 

 Novelty and speed 

These attributes are more or less similar to those of Sloan‟s paradigm characterised by five 

pillars namely (Sloan, 2009): 

 The Learning Effectiveness Pillar that emphasized learner interactivity with the 

instructor and creating a learning environment of inquiry 

 The Student Satisfying Pillar which examined if students were satisfied with what and 

how they learned in either the class or overall programme. This was supported by 

research findings of Lorenzo and Moore (2002) which showed that high levels of 

interaction and collaboration among learners typically result in successful on-line 

programmes 

 The Scale Pillar or Cost Effectiveness Pillar which focused on the idea that 

institutions should monitor costs to keep tuition as low as possible while providing a 

quality educational experience for both learners and faculty 

 The Access Pillar which examined barriers students may face when trying to access 

resources necessary to achieve success and  

 The Service Pedagogical Pillar which related teaching and learning with positive 

outcomes. 

This study aimed to make similar investigations by making students respond to the question 

“What are the quality attributes for learner support services that make you satisfied in order 

to achieve success in your studies?” 
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Methodology 

Instruments 

The study used a qualitative descriptive survey that allowed the use of open- ended 

questionnaire items (Hoepfl, 2009) soliciting information on what learners considered as 

quality attributes of the learner support services provided by the ZOU. Unstructured 

interviews were also used to augment data gathered through questionnaires. 

Population and sample 

The target population was all the returning students in the first semester of 2012 at Masvingo 

Regional Campus, ZOU. However, a convenient sample of 150 returning students 

compromising 80 females and 70 males across faculties, participated in the study .Convenient 

sampling was preferred because the researchers chose to use subjects that were easily 

available (Siegle, 2002). Thus, the researcher took advantage of the returning students who 

were visiting the Regional Campus for service related activities pertaining to their studies and 

it was assumed that all learners were familiar with the learner support services provided by 

the ZOU.  

Data analysis 

Responses from open- ended items and from unstructured interviews were recorded and 

coded according to themes that emerged. Data were analysed qualitatively according to these 

themes and findings and conclusions were drawn. 

Results 

The purpose of the study was to find out to what extent learners benefitted from the existing 

quality assurance benchmarks for learner support services at the ZOU. As said earlier on, the 

provision of educational services at ZOU is guided by the ZIMCHE quality guidelines of 

which institutions are expected to adhere to. Whilst ZOU may have put measures that ensure 

that these quality guidelines are followed and implemented in the execution of educational 

provisions, results in the study revealed that participants were sceptical about the benefits 

they enjoyed from the existing quality guidelines. 

Some of the participants interviewed pointed out that they were not even aware of the 

existence of the quality guidelines for learner support services. Others appreciated the 

existence of the quality assurance guidelines but said that these quality procedures were just 

meant for administrative purposes and not for their benefit. For instance, the issue of meeting 

deadlines is a cause for concern for most of them. “How the university authorities can set 

deadline dates for registration and submission of assignments without involving and 

consulting them in considering their needs?” they asked.  What these participants meant is 

that in the absence of an effective on-line system, they cannot afford to travel to the 

university regional centre for assignment submission if the deadline date is put in the middle 

of the month before their pay day. What this suggests is that if the meeting of deadlines is an 

administrative quality measure, but as long as it does not satisfy their learning needs, then it 
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may not be a quality measure from their point of view because the measure has failed to 

consider their needs. Thus, a product tends to become a quality product when it is of value to 

the consumer (Schweiger, 1996; COL, 2002). 

The study went on to ask participants to describe what they considered quality attributes that 

a learner support service should possess. This means a learner support service should possess 

any one or a combination of those quality attributes. The following ten issues emerged from 

the study: 

 Accessibility 

 Availability 

 Affordability 

 Usability 

 Flexibility 

 Interactivity 

 User-friendliness 

 Effectiveness and efficiency 

 Adaptability 

Analysis of the above factors indicated that issues of access to a learner support service were 

the greatest concern of the participants. Their argument was that even if the university puts in 

place an array of learner support services, but if learners are not able to access them, then 

they are of no value to them. Sloan (2009) asserts that access to learning materials such as 

library and internet services ensures success in learners‟ degree programmes. However, 

Chadamoyo, Chiome and Dumbu (2012), in their study of status of tutoring strategies at 

ZOU, found out that many students faced challenges of access to learner support services due 

to high costs and lack of connectivity to internet services, and this militated against 

achievement of educational goals. 

Participants in the study also mentioned availability of resources as a critical quality 

benchmark to their learning and motivation. For distance learners, as COL (2002) asserts, 

teaching and learning resources should be made available to learners if they are to benefit 

from a teaching and learning environment. Currently, the ZOU make available a range of 

teaching and learning support services to its students, for example, modules, face-to-face 

tutorials, as well as availability of choices to degree programmes so that students maximise 

their learning. Indeed, Hawkridge and Wheeler (2010); and Marcal and Caetano (2010) 

emphasise that the availability of face-to-face tutorials to students is critical to their learning 

because students request for more each time they are asked. In the study by Chadamoyo, 

Chiome and Dumbu (2012) concerning tutoring strategies at ZOU, participants applauded the 
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availability of the module and commented that during the time when there is erratic inflow of 

electricity, the print media, in the form of the module, is the best. 

In ODL, affordability of learning materials is also a critical quality factor. Participants in the 

current study appreciated the abundance of teaching and learning resources in the form of 

library services, modules, and internet services, but as long as these are unaffordable, they 

remain ivory towers. At the ZOU, modules consume more than 20% of the total student fees 

and this makes the cost of distance education relatively expensive. Participants in the study 

also lamented the high cost of computers and other technological services as factors affecting 

the successful completion of their programmes. The demand for typed assignments (instead 

of the handwritten ones) from those students without computers, though it is a quality 

measure for administrators of programmes, ceases to be a quality attribute from the student 

perspective because it delays feedback and increases the turnaround period of marked 

assignments. 

Kefalos, Retalis, Stamatis and Theodoros (2011) described usability as a factor denoting 

whether staff are able to carry out specific tasks effectively, efficiently and with satisfaction. 

Participants in the study expressed the same sentiments and said that for a service to be a 

quality service, it should have the ability to be used anytime, anywhere by a distance student. 

For this reason, participants appreciated the synchronous and asynchronous nature of the 

ZOU module for it can be used even in remote areas where there is no electricity. 

Flexibility in any learning arrangement is one of the key quality attribute for distance 

learners. COL (2002) explains that flexibility gives the learners the physical space to study at 

a time and place that suit them, and to study courses and programmes in an order and manner 

appropriate to them. For instance, at ZOU, participants in the study expressed satisfaction 

with the flexible arrangement for attending weekend-school tutorials. This suggests that a 

student is free to attend or not to attend and is also free to make an appointment to meet the 

tutor at his or her convenient time. Such service delivery is therefore considered quality 

service by distance learners because it meets a learner‟s need. Flexible arrangement for 

enrolment, registration, assignment submission and tele-communications at ZOU,   now made 

possible by use of some e-learning technologies,  excite and delight the learners, as 

commented by the participants. 

Participants in the study also valued learning arrangements characterised by high levels of 

interaction and collaboration among learners. In situation where learners are isolated and 

separated from the educational service provider by distance, such is the case with ZOU 

students, participants in the study said learning arrangements that promote high levels of 

interactivity among learners and between learners, tutors and study materials, are best. In the 

same vein, a literature review of current learning theories shows that interactivity is 

considered to be a critical characteristic of education (McDonald, 2002) because it instils 

emotional involvement and feelings of personal relations that contribute to learning pleasure. 

Any resource that is of quality to distance learners should be user-friendly (McDonald, 2002). 

Participants in the study expressed concern about some tutors who switch off their mobile 
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phones when contacted by students for help. Participants appreciated the guidance and 

counselling facility offered by the ZOU and said that at a time when one needs somebody‟s 

shoulder to hang on, such facilities are valuable. On the other hand participants expressed 

sadness at some assessment procedures they experience whereby a marker of an assignment 

would simply put a tick without making meaningful comments that would help the lone 

learner. They said that such a service renders the feedback provision useless and unfriendly.  

Findings in the study also revealed that participants recommended a learner support service 

that is effective and efficient. When learners submit a query or a request for a service, they 

expect an administration that acts with speed towards solving the learner‟s problem. 

Sometimes quality is obliterated by learners waiting for ages for solutions to their problems 

and for answers to their questions. 

Participants also identified adaptability as a quality attribute. They singled out the use of the 

mobile phone, through direct talk or SMS with another person even in the remotest parts of 

the country, as one of the most wonderful service in the whole range of service provision in 

ODL. They said that the mobile phone can be carried in a pocket and the battery can be 

recharged even in areas without electricity. When using a mobile phone, learners can also 

access internet services without the burden of having the computer or laptop in front of them. 

This is what participants said is quality service that ZIMCHE may not even bother to notice. 

Finally, few participants in the study pointed out that every learner support service worth its 

value should be learner-centered. COL (2002) asserts that learner centeredness is associated 

with satisfying learners‟ needs and given the diverse nature of distance learners‟ 

characteristics, it means any quality learner support service should aim at satisfying an 

individual learner‟s needs. 

Conclusion 

A close analysis of the above findings indicates that learners do not approach quality issues 

for learner support services in the same way as their providers. To the extent that ZOU 

adheres to ZIMCHE quality guidelines, this adherence may not be very effective and 

beneficial to the learners themselves unless the learners are also involved in the determination 

of what they consider quality is. Given the opportunity to say what they consider valuable 

from the existing quality assurance framework, participants in this study identified nine 

quality attributes that describe the characteristic that each learner support service should 

possess in order to meet individual educational needs and to attain success.  

The study argued that without the involvement and engagement of learners to decide upon 

what is effective for them, then quality guidelines put in place by higher educational 

institutions, will remain ivory towers. To this end, the nine quality benchmarks for learner 

support services, drawn from the learners‟ perspective, should then be considered a generic 

quality framework for learner support provision that can be applied to, and used by, all ODL 

institutions of higher learning, the ZOU in particular, for qualifying and comparing their 

QAS. This is because all learners have one common goal, that of wanting to achieve and 

`succeed in their educational programmes and in their diverse learning endeavours. In 
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conclusion, as the study findings have revealed, such a framework for quality assurance 

benchmarks, drawn from the learners‟ perspective, should possess the following attributes 

represented diagrammatically as laid down in figure 1 below. 

Recommendations 

In light of the conclusion, the study recommends that in considering quality assurance 

frameworks, institutions of higher learning should begin by considering learners‟ views in 

determining what is quality for them, and what learners consider as quality, is what benefits 

them to achieve their educational goals. 

In comparing quality assurance frameworks, National and Regional ODL institutions should 

use a common platform of quality assurance benchmarks based on learners‟ perspectives 

because the learners‟ approach to determining quality assurance benchmarks for learner 

support provision may not be the same as their institutions.                                            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Framework for Quality Assurance Benchmarks for Learner Support 

Provision in ODL Institutions. 
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