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 Abstract: The paper discusses the main aim of Learner Support Services at the National Open University of Nigeria vis-à-vis its mission statement, how far NOUN has gone in providing interactive support services at the study centres, place of service delivery, staff responsible for providing the services, delivery target, customers, facilities and equipment at the study centres, schools and programmes, mode of service delivery, problems militating against effective support service delivery, how to measure performance in support service delivery and  the way forward.

INTRODUCTION

In line with the National Policy on Education, the Federal Government of Nigeria established the National Open University of Nigeria in 2002 with the mission statement of providing functional, cost-effective, flexible learning which adds life-long value to quality education for all who seek knowledge. Learner Support is therefore designed to accomplish this mission and is one of the unique features of the National Open University of Nigeria. The main thrust of Learner Support Services in NOUN is to facilitate quality learning at a distance through interactive activities and prevent students from dropping out of their programmes.    

The Objectives of NOUN 
(i) To ensure equity and equality of opportunities and in university education to all;

(ii) To provide a wider access to university education in Nigeria;
(iii) To enhance more access to education and lifelong learning for all;
(iv) To entrench a global learning culture on Nigerians;

(v) To provide instructional resources via an intensive use of information and communication technology

(vi) To provide flexible but qualitative education; and 

(vii) To reduce the cost, inconveniences, and hassle of and access to education and its delivery 

THE CONTEXTUAL CONCEPT OF LEARNER SUPPORT SERVICES 
Learner Support is a term used to subsume all interactions between institutional personnel and students (prospective and registered) intended to assist them in meeting their objectives from the point of first inquiry through graduation and often for life time (COL 2002). The choice of services offered by NOUN is largely depend on the contextual factors such as mission and vision of the University, National policy on education, resources available, learners’ characteristics and needs and types of courses and programmes offered. In a nutshell, Learner Support must serve as catalysis to quality learning in students by being tailored towards meeting their academic and socio-psychological needs and also towards realization of the institutional mission and objectives.

 The whole process of supporting and facilitating learning in a distance is mainly based on quality of interactions and transactions between the support staff and students mostly through information and communication technologies in apparent absence of physical face-to -ace interaction. The two way communication between the students and teacher or others belonging to the support services in open and distance education is what Holmberg (1981) referred to as didactic conversation.  He further explained that the two- way kind of interaction could occur either through writing or spoken words. 

As observed by Tail (2000), at certain level of the learning process, all open and distance learners need support beginning with obtaining information about learning opportunities and continuing through completion of the learning objective and perhaps employment assistance. The level of support needed by an individual student in any step within the process depends on many things including age, gender, social class etc (Tail, 2000).  Meeting such needs is central to sustainable quality learning in a distance. 

TYPES OF SUPPORT SERVICES  

The learner support in NOUN is designed to provide the following services: information, orientation, registration, matriculation, counselling, guidance services, referral, academic facilitations, assessment and evaluation, monitoring of academic progress, seminars and workshop, course material delivery  and access to multimedia facilities and equipment. The study centres serve as the first contact point between the students and the University and coordinate the activities of the University within the state of abode. All support services are rendered to the students at the study centres.

MODE OF SERVICE DELIVERY
The most commonly used media of delivery in NOUN involves some occasional face-to-face interactions, but often optional, counselling, teaching and learning process 'mediated' in some way by print, including correspondence; by audio, including radio (one-way, two-way), cassettes, telephone or audio conferences; by video, including television (one-way, two-way), cassettes or video conferences; and by computer, including computer-based training, e-mail, computer conferencing or World Wide Web; (NOUN, 2006).

AIMS OF LEARNER SUPPORT SERVICES IN NOUN

Learner Support Services in National Open University of Nigeria therefore are aimed at helping the learners:
(a) Clarify their real needs, reconciling the conflicting demands of home and work, and coming to terms with isolation and with problems resulting from previous experiences;

(b)  Individualize services to learners and in overcoming the problems of system malfunctions;

(c)  Develop their own individual strategy for studying under a distance education system;

(d) Overcome study and learning difficulties;

(e) Overcome problem of interacting at a distance;

(f) Overcome personal problems To provide support and facilitate quality learning at distance. 

LEARNER SUPPORT AS RELATES TO NOUN MISSION 
In line with the NOUN mission statement, the University offered admission to 35,000 candidates in 2004 out of which more than 10,026 (Female 3,404 and Male 6,622) actually registered. In the second tranche of admissions in 2005, a total of 44,408 were admitted and 17,028 (Female 6,600 and Male 10,441) registered. The third tranche of admission aims at registering another 50-60,000 students. It is important to note at this point, that the admission exercises from 2004 to 2008 cut across all ages. An example of age distribution of registered students for 2007/2008 academic session is shown below. There are already 105 academic programmes and 730 courses 

	AGE DISTRIUTION OF REGISTERED STUDENTS FOR 2007/2008 ACADEMIC SESSION

	Age range
	15-20
	21-25
	26-30
	31-35
	36-40
	41-45
	46-50
	51-55

	count
	478
	2,975
	3,329
	2,747
	2,792
	2,509
	1,654
	1,010


	AGE DISTRIUTION OF REGISTERED STUDENTS FOR 2007/2008 ACADEMIC SESSION

	Age range
	56-60
	61-65
	66-70
	71-75
	76-80
	81-85
	86-90
	96-100

	count
	1,081
	29
	9
	2
	2
	1
	0
	i


In terms of providing flexible mode, in the National Open University of Nigeria, the duration of the undergraduate degree programmes range between four years for full-time student and eight years for flexible mode learning for undergraduate study. Post-graduate diploma is between one year and two years respectively, while Masters degree programmes is between two years and four years respectively.  To graduate, students joining at the 100 level must pass a total of 120 credits (minimum) while those joining at the 200 level (direct entry) must pass a total of 102 credits including General Studies (GST) and elective courses in both cases. A student will requires at least 120 or 90 or 60 or 70 credit units to earn an award for the Bachelors, Postgraduate Diploma, Certificate and Master degree certificate respectively. The aim of the flexible mode of learning is to ease the pressure of time, allowing the distance learner to attend to other commitments outside his or her studies.  

SUSTAINABLE STRATEGIES ADOPTED IN ASSESSING AND ADDRESSING PERFORMANCE ISSUES IN SUPPORT SERVICE DELIVERY IN NOUN  
For effective support and provision of required contacts and interactions to ensure that distance is actually removed from education, NOUN, through the Directorate of Learner Support has established:

(i)  Thirty four (34) study centres in states of the Federation

(ii) Four  (4) Special Study Centres for the Nigerian Army, Navy, Air force, and Prison

(iii) One (1) donated centre

(iv)  A campus

(v) All the state of the Federation has been sensationalised by using the 35 centre managers and her programmes.  These had been accomplished by using the 39 centre managers and fifty four (54) Student Counsellors.

(vi) Provided some orientations for counsellors and Study Centre managers  

(vii) Assist in ensuring the delivery of study materials to the students at the centres

(viii) Provided leadership in logistics for the preparation and provision of study materials.

(ix) Provided qualitative tutorial facilitations in all the academic programmes of the University to the students at the centres.

(x) Disseminated within reasonable short period, vital information about admission, registration, orientation fees, and course materials, through telephone, e-mail, and correspondences and face-to-face.

(xi) Organised and conducted orientation services for new and old students, staff of the university and general public.

(xii) Administered TMA, and end of course examination at the centres (conducting, marking and processing)

(xiii) Provided access to multimedia facilities, laboratory work for science students, and hospital attachment and experiences for the nursing students and computer practical and literacy for all students’ experience.

(xiv) Keeping records of all interactions at the study centres

Facilities and equipment at the study centres

(a) A well-equipped e-learning has been established at the Headquarter. The University currently working with NASRAD through collaboration had linked up 16 of its study centres with the Nigerian satellite for the provision of Internet connectivity, conduct interactive video conferencing and conduct tutorial facilitation on line across all these centres from just one base (Ipaye, 2007)

(b) All the study centres are expected to have computer laboratories equipped with between 30 to 50 computers each but some have taken off.

(c) Each of the study centres have compliment of laboratories for science and workshop experience

(d) NOUN working in collaboration with hospitals has put up an arrangement for the clinical experiences and supervision for nursing students

(e) More study materials are being developed, printed and distributed to the students

(f) As from 24th September, 2007 most of the courses would be on CD-ROM/DVD

(g) Library access is provided to all the students who have codes with which they could access the virtual library and thus take advantage of more than 500,000 e-books to which the University had subscribed or bought (Ipaye, 2007)

Schools and Programmes 

· School of Arts and Social Sciences offers 18 programmes

· School of Business and Human Resources Management offers 18 programmes

· School of Education offers 16 programmes

· School of Science and Technology offers 15 programmes

· Centre for Continuing Education and Workplace Training offers 14 programmes

There are already 105 academic programmes and 730 courses. 

Challenges Militating Against Effective Support Service Delivery


· Ignorance on the part of the customers (students, public etc) to make inquiries about the nature, and functions of the University
· Telephone services are expensive coupled with abysmal network services from GSM providers in Nigeria
· Lack of Internet connectivity in rural areas and even at some study centres in Nigeria
· Most of NOUN students are not computer literate and find it difficult to register on line
· Lack of efficient information and communication media at the NOUN study centres
· Misconception of facilitation as face-to-face classroom teaching by both facilitators and students of NOUN
· Lack of facilities and equipment like classrooms and offices spaces, laboratories and computer centres for practical work materials in so many courses on offer in many NOUN study centres
· Scholarship and medical schemes are not available for both staff and students
· Irregular and lack of uniform supply of course materials 
· Exorbitant cost of transportation of course materials from the NOUN Headquarters to Centres
· Lack of media facilities and equipment for counselling  e.g. well equipped counselling room
RECOMMENDATIONS

· Provision of Internet facilities is paramount to ensure quality support services at the study centres

· Fund should be specially allocated to answer phone at all the centres

· Registration procedure should be properly explained during orientation and it must be completely on-line as pose to what is in operation now

· Standardized procedure should be followed for scrutinizing all academic credentials

· Needs assessment should be carried out before any program is mounted

· Guidance service needs of students such as information, advising and counselling can be conducted by answering frequently asked questions

· Since ODL is information and communication media driven, minimum standard or bench mark should be set in the provision of media facilities, laboratories and computer centres

· Training programmes should be organized for the facilitators before commencement of their teaching work

· Effort should be intensified for all the study centres to move to their permanent site and minimum equipment and facilities provided

· Incentives such as in-service training, regular promotion, scholarship, medical and other welfare schemes should be put in place for the staff at the centres 
· A state of emergence should be declared on the development and production of study materials
· Change of examination time table  should not be more than two times in a semester

· Effort should be intensified to minimize unstable academic calendar

· NGO should be contacted if they can provide scholarship to indigent students

CONCLUSION 

The paper discusses the main aims of Learner Support Services, how learner support relates to NOUN mission, how far NOUN has gone in providing interactive support services at the study centres, place of service delivery, staff responsible for providing the services, delivery target, customers, facilities and equipment at the study centres, schools and programmes, mode of service delivery, problems militating against effective support service delivery, how to measure performance in support service delivery and  the way forward 
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