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ABSTRACT
This study assessed the challenges, and coping strategies among distance learners at the Open University of Tanzania - Zanzibar Regional Centre. Three objectives guided this study: (i) to examine the challenges that face distance learners in Open and Distance Learning (ODL) system at Zanzibar Regional Centre, (ii) to determine how learners overcome the challenges they face, and (iii) to examine the relevance of coping strategies in contributing to learners’ achievements. The study employed a qualitative research approach. In this study, 40 participants (15 former and 25 current Open University of Tanzania) students were involved. Data for this study were collected through individual interviews and observation, and were analysed through content analysis. The findings suggest that poor communication, financial constraints, poorly organised face-to-face sessions, internet problems, poor learner support services and computer illiteracy were the main challenges faced distance learners at OUT. This study also showed that learners used different approaches to cope with the said challenges. In dealing with shortage of time and computer illiteracy, learners find help from ICT professionals, which lead them to achieve their learning goals.  The following are the recommendations of this study: (i) The Open University of Tanzania at Zanzibar Regional Centre should have sufficient number of lecturers to help students. (ii) The Open University of Tanzania, Zanzibar Regional Centre, has to ensure the availability of sustainable internet services for effective learning. (iii) Face to face sessions should be well organised (at least twice a year) to support learners to overcome their problems. (iv) Means of communication should be improved. Lecturers should pick calls from their students and they should provide quick feedback to learners who need help. 
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY
1.1      Introduction

This chapter introduces the study: challenges faced, and coping strategies among distance learners at the Open University of Tanzania: A case study of Zanzibar. The objective of this study was to examine the challenges faced, and coping strategies employed by Distance Learners (DL) in Zanzibar Regional Centre. This chapter starts with the presentation of background information of the study. It then gives the statement of the problem. This mainly focuses on the justification of this study. Then, the objectives of the study and research questions related to the study are discussed. Thereafter, the chapter shows the rationale, scope of the study, definition of terms and lastly, organisation of the dissertation. 
1.2       Background of the Study
According to Keegan (1996), distance education includes a number of teaching and learning strategies that are used by the Open Universities, Correspondence Colleges, distance education, departments of conventional universities and distance education training units these belong to both private and public sector learning organizations. The concept is used to refer to the education of those who choose not to attend conventional schools, colleges or universities; instead they study at home. Traditionally, this kind of learning involves correspondence courses through which the student corresponded with the school via the post, which recently involves online education. Basically, it helps both learners and instructors to achieve learning objectives (King, 2014). Distance education also assists those learners that cannot attend classes during the traditional hours due to various reasons, which may include family roles, works, and other duties.
It has been seen that open and distance learning (ODL) is an important tool to resolve the problem of assessing quality and equity (UNESCO, 2015). This is due to its nature of satisfying the needs of various people in the world and bridging the gap of education among them. Introduction of ODL system in universities paved the way for learners to meet their goals. Mushi (2001) suggested that for the Tanzanian universities, to remain locally and internationally competitive, they should look for the possibilities of combining traditional residential and distance learning system. That process may lead the learners to achieve their learning goals despite the challenges surrounding distance learning environment. Such challenges are like lack of relevant knowledge on technologies (Galusha, 1998), longer distance to study centres, lack of financial ability and encouragement from families (Mushi, 2001).  To understand the challenges experienced and the coping strategies used by distance learners in the Zanzibar Regional Centre, this study paid more attention to learners’ views since they were key participants in this study. These learners stood a better chance in expressing the challenges they faced and the coping strategies they used to achieve their learning goals as distance learners. 
1.3      Statement of the Problem

Open and Distance Learning programme is essential to distance learners. This is because of its relevance, flexibility, and its ability to address the demand of lifelong learning (Daniel, 2005; Pityana, 2004). However, a few learners have been involved in this mode of learning (Owens et al, 2009). This might be led by the challenges normally distance learners face. Literature indicates various challenges that face ODL learners. For example, Maxwell (2015) did a study on challenges facing the Open and Distance Learning Students in Zimbabwe Open University. It was observed in this study that despite the growth of ODL and its benefits, ODL students have been facing many challenges. Some of these are related to individuals, institutions and instructions. 
Cross (1981) highlights three types of challenges that generally face ODL students. According to him, these challenges are divided into three categories: institutional, situational and dispositional. The situational challenges include job and family responsibilities that limit time for ODL students to study. Challenges related to institutions include poor logistic system or inappropriate advising. Hence, distance learners may be more likely to experience isolation and alienation from the institution due to lack of proper organisation support (Kruger & Casey, 2000). Dispositional changes are concerned with learners’ own attitudes and feelings. For instance, a distance learner may be worried about new educational opportunities. This is especially so if their educational experiences are not positive ones.
In the Tanzanian context, some scholars have discussed some challenges which face distance learners. Such scholars include Mushi (2001) who found out that learners were being faced with the barriers such as longer distance to study centres, transport problems, poor financial capacity and they lacked encouragement from their families. Also, Mbwete (2009) revealed that OUT learners were reluctant to take in new changes especially those related to the use of information and communication. Furthermore, he pointed out that limited knowledge of ICT by students was noted as a challenge.  However, the said studies did not investigate the coping strategies among the learners. Hence, this study investigated the challenges facing ODL learners and how they managed those challenges (coping strategies) at the Zanzibar Regional Centre. 
1.4       Purpose and Objectives of the Study

1.4.1    Purpose of the Study

This study examined the challenges and coping strategies employed by distance learners (DL) in Zanzibar Regional Centre.
1.4.2    Specific Objectives

(i) To examine the learning challenges that face distance learners in ODL system at Zanzibar Regional   Centre 

(ii) To determine how learners overcome the learning challenges they face.

(iii) To examine the contribution of the employed coping strategies on the learners’ achievements.
1.5       Research Questions  

1.5.1    General Research Question
What are the challenges faced, and coping strategies employed by distance learners at OUT?
1.5.2    Specific Research Questions

The following specific research questions helped in collecting relevant information to address the above major research question:

(i) What learning challenges do distance learners face in ODL system at Zanzibar regional centre?

(ii) How do ODL learners cope with the learning challenges they face?  

(iii) To what extent do the employed strategies contribute to students’ learning achievement?

1.6      Rationale of the Study

 The findings of this study may help stakeholders in taking appropriate measures for improvement of the ODL learning environment. Open and distance learning stakeholders, especially the OUT and IAE, might find this study important in promoting the quality of teaching and learning process through ODL system in Zanzibar as well as the whole of Tanzania.  Likewise, the findings of this study may contribute to the existing literature on the management of Open and distance learning in Tanzania and beyond, especially in ensuring quality education through distance learning system.

1.7      The Scope of the Study

This study was conducted in the Open University of Tanzania-Zanzibar centre; no other regional centre was involved. The study did not investigate anything else apart from the challenges which face ODL learners and how they coped with such challenges and sustain with their studies. 
1.8      Definition of Terms

This section provides definition of key terms employed in this study.

1.8.1   Challenges 

In this study, these refer to barriers and constraints that prevent the learners’ progress in their study.
1.8.2   Coping Strategies 

In this study, these refer to measures that learners take to overcome the learning challenges they face.
1.8.3   Distance Learners (DL) 

These are students who learn through a distance mode. 
1.8.4   Distance Learning (DL)

It is an educational system through which the teacher and students are separated geographically and time. 
1.8.5   Open and Distance Learning (ODL) 

This refers to educational delivery system organised to provide educational opportunity for all who need to further their education or to acquire certain skills, but they cannot access formal schooling for one way or another. 
1.9      Organization of the Dissertation 

This dissertation is organised into five chapters. Chapter one gives background information of the study. It includes the statement of the problem, research objectives, research questions, rationale and scope of the study, definitions of the terms and organization of the dissertation. Chapter two reviews literature related to the study. Issues covered in this chapter include theoretical analysis and empirical analysis of relevant studies. Chapter three discusses the methodological approaches used in this study. The chapter presents issues related to research paradigm, research approach, research design, and data collection methods. The analysis and discussion of the findings are presented in chapter four. Chapter five gives the summary, conclusions of the findings, recommendations and limitations of the study.

CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1      Introduction

This chapter gives a review of literature related to the study. It consists of the theoretical analysis and relevant empirical studies from which the research gap is established.  In the analysis of empirical studies, the chapter discusses the challenges faced, and coping strategies among distance learners in the developed and developing countries. 
2.2      Transactional Distance Theory (TDT)

This section discusses the theory whose assumptions are relevant to the topic at hand. This study was guided by the Moore (1970) Transactional Distance theory. This theory discusses the cognitive space between instructors and learners in the distance education setting. According to Moore (2011), distance education is not simply a geographic separation of learners and teachers, but it is a pedagogical concept. The essence of TDT is that the distance that learners encounter is not simply a geographical issue but more importantly, a pedagogical issue. There are three key interactive elements that should work to work harmoniously to shorten the transactional distance and facilitate a meaningful learning experience (Martindale, 2002). These components are: dialogue or interaction between learners and instructors, the structure of instructional programmes, and learners’ autonomy or the degree of self-directedness of the learner. Furthermore, he added that, structure means the actual design of the course, the organisation of the instruction and the use of various media of communications. It highlights the flexibility or inflexibility of the programme’s educational objectives, teaching strategies, and evaluation methods (Moore, 2011). It is important to note that in designing distance education courses, the lecturers should anticipate that the future learners may never meet the instructor face to face. Therefore, poor course structure can trigger instructional related challenges to distance learners.
Dialogue refers to the nature and extent of interactions in distance education. It shows the relationship that exists among the environment, people involved and the patterns of behaviour in the situation (Mbukusa, 2009).  It should be noted that it is not the location that determines the effect of instruction; rather, it is the interaction existing between students and the instructor. Interactions are made by the philosophy of course designers, the teachers and learners’ personalities, the subject matter of the course, and the environmental factors (Martindale, 2002). Again, poor course structure, inappropriate media of communications, and ineffective feedback are likely to limit the interactional process in ODL, hence producing   negative effects on teaching learning experiences.
The last variable from TDT is learner autonomy. This is the extent to which the teaching and learning relationship of the learner rather than the teacher determines the goal, the learning experiences, and the evaluation decision of the learning programme (Moore, 1993). Learner autonomy is important because in ODL students depend on their own sense of personal responsibility and self-directness. The learner’s capacity has much to do with personality, learning style, prior experience, and other factors, the content to be taught (Garrison, 2002). However, under some circumstances, structure and dialogue variables can limit learner autonomy. For example, rigid course structure and inappropriate media of communication can negatively affect learner’s self-directedness.
2.3       Analysis of Relevant Empirical Studies 

2.3.1   Challenges Faced ODL Learners - Evidence from Outside Africa 

In U.S.A, Rao and Giuli (2010) found that most students experienced difficult situation in messing deadlines and completing their coursework. Similarly, in the UK, students considered “lack of time” as a significant factor that influenced their decision to withdraw from their studies (Tresman, 2002). In Greece, Vergids and Penagiotakoulos (2002) found that learning at Hellanic Open University was affected by fluctuations of the time for studies which was influenced by changes in work and family environment, and under estimation of the actual effort and time necessary for studies. Consequently, many students abandoned their studies. 
In Malaysia, Mohamad (2014) revealed that, adult learners’ age in OUM was between 21 up to 75 years. The study found that those over the age of 60 experienced a decline in vision, in reaction time, or had a decline in short term memory. In coping with the challenge of decline in vision, Muhammad advised learners to go to the eye clinics to check and treat defects of their eyes. If the learner was found to be short or long sighted, s/he was given spectacles with the right lens to correct his or her eyes defect. Lynch and Bishop-Clark (1994) suggested that adult learners in OUM were experiencing a decline of confidence as compared to students from formal learning environment. Adults considered themselves as lowly prepared as compared to younger learners. On the issue of reaction time or decline in short term memory; learners were advised to study through group discussion.  
Moreover, it was argued that adult learners were faced with constraints of time in their learning since they were mostly working full time. It was also found that, apart from their studying time, they had a big task of managing work as well as their families. Normally, adults learn after working hours and sometimes depend upon their working shifts. To deal with such challenges, students have to manage time. The time management skills are important factors for them to balance time for learning, job and social responsibilities. Usually, successful students get well organised and use effective time management strategies that allow them to manage all the assignments, family roles and other responsibilities respectively (Yang et al, 2017). 
In Jordan, Diran and Yoon (2009) found that failure to harmonise time for studying and other family and job obligations was mentioned as a serious barrier to distance learning. In India, Kundu (2014) found that learners lacked the knowledge of using technology, vast curriculum area, and scarcity of counsellors and poor communication skills. These challenges to a large extent hindered the achievement of quality education, especially in distance learning mode. All these literatures were relevant to this study due to the fact that they all assessed challenges and coping strategies related to the study’s objectives.
2.3.2    Challenges Faced by Distance Learners - The African Context

Cross (1981) identifies three main types of challenges that face the ODL students. These include institutional, situational and dispositional. Situational challenges include job and family responsibilities, which usually time for learning. Institutional related challenges include poor logistics system or a lack of appropriate advice, while dispositional challenges are those, which have to do with learners’ own attitudes and feelings. The related study, which was carried out by Zimbabwe Open University (2015) revealed that students enrolled in the ODL system had many challenges. These were related to individual, institutional and instructional factors, Cross (1981), explained that technical competence was crucial for effective access to contemporary ICT as it was a challenge to distance learners. This was the case due to the fact that ODL system was mostly used to present new challenges in giving information especially in developing countries. Also, lack of these skills seemed to be the main challenge as learners failed to use several digital, physical and human resources involved in ICT. 
Hence, ODL learners needed to acquire relevant ICT skills, which would be used to access network for materials searching and learning. This suggests that effective learning process depends much on the use of ICT materials (Niwaz et al, 2019). Moreover, learners failed to communicate with their lecturers due to lack of technical ICT skills. What is important to note is that, ICT plays   a big role in teaching and learning especially in ODL system.
In Zimbabwe, Musingafi et al (2015) found in their study that without effective learners’ support, service systems that provide onsite face to face, timely feedback on students’ performance and access to library services, student’s achievement was likely to be undermined and dropout rates and procrastination increased. 
In South Africa, Ferreira and Venter (2008) revealed that ODL students either did not like the use of ICT materials and the proposed support systems, or lacked the necessary skills to use for effective learning process. Access to various media was also a problem. Literature reveals that many ODL students would opt for written materials and written comments sent to them through the postal system as it was the case with traditional correspondence education (Ferreira & Venter, 2006). With this type of learners, lecturers were relied upon as the chief source of information and knowledge. It was found that students preferred postal services or phone contact for communication since most of them did not have access to internet services or even to fax machines. 
Moreover, students needed more resources especially those living in far rural areas. These needed more training in the use of multimedia from the time they started their studies. They also needed practice in the use of the various communication media. Therefore, lecturers were required to include such training possibilities in the tutorial matter and appropriate guidance in keeping to what was expected. On their part, students needed to be step by step introduced to the idea that lecturers should serve more as facilitators than transmitters of information. Thus, learners found it easy to cope with learning from their lecturers according to the tutorial matters and appropriate guidance. These challenges were reasons for students to drop out of learning system. Similar problems seemed to be experienced in ODL worldwide.  
2.3.3    Challenges Faced by Distance Learners – The Tanzania Context

In the Tanzanian context, the study by Mahai (2005) revealed that learners were not comfortable with the library services that were being offered at the Open University of Tanzania (OUT) regional centres. They complained about insufficiency of books and other study materials.  Mahai also revealed that tutorial services were not adequately being provided since they were being given only twice a year. This situation made learners from various fields and years be instructed together something which discouraged them from attending the tutorials. In order to overcome such a problem learner support services including tutorials needed to be improved in the learning centres (Mahai, 2014). 
In the same line, Nyandara (2012) revealed that instructors and students at OUT were facing challenges such limited computers and internet access points. Other challenges were unsuitable computers in terms of capacity and speed, insufficient number of computers, insufficient technical support and experience to use some of the computer applications. To cope with these challenges, OUT students were using commercial internet cafes to access learning materials.   
According to Mhehe (2002), the female OUT learners experienced institutional and societal barriers. The institutional barriers were associated with shortage of OUT funding and a lack of publicity, which included less   information about studying at a distance. The societal barriers were associated with religious influences regarding women's roles and cultural expectations. These included marginalisation of women's issues, early marriages, patriarchal control, and less societal support. She also revealed that women experienced some personal difficulties related with OUT operations. The personal difficulties were connected   to lack of societal support and conflicting family issues and social discouragement. The operational concerns as revealed by the researcher had to do with the OUT course delivery mode, delay of assignments and feedback, limited access to resources, physical and social isolation from support services, uncertainty, lack of confidence to the learners and other challenges of distance learning, including shortage of funds. In Zanzibar, Shirazi (2020) found that poor communication, lack of library facilities, and shortage of ICT facilities were among the challenges faced ODL learners at Zanzibar.
CHAPTER THREE
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
3.1       Introduction

This chapter focuses research paradigm, research design, study setting, data collection methods, study population, sampling techniques, data analysis procedure and presentation as well as ethical issues. 
3.2       Research Paradigm

Research paradigm refers to the set of common beliefs and agreements that are shared between scientists about how problems should be understood and addressed (Kuhn 1970). Research paradigm shows the researcher’s belief, and influences scholars on what to be studied, how to study it and how the study results in a particular discipline can be interpreted (Bawa, 2017). This study employed interpretivist paradigm. This paradigm was relevant to this research because the researcher intended to physically visit the field, collect, and interpret the data from emic perspective. With this paradigm, the research believes that meaning is subjective and developed by participants as they interact with their environment.  Hence, meeting with the Open University of Tanzania learners in their context allowed the researcher to learn the phenomenon under study from participants’ experiences.
3.3       Research Approach

This study adopted a qualitative research approach. According to Aspers (2019), qualitative research approach is employed across many academic disciplines, particularly in the social sciences and applied field like education, health science, library and information science as well as criminology. Normally, qualitative study analyses and interprets text and observations subjectively, so as to discover meaningful patterns of a particular phenomenon (Creswell, 2009).  This study delved into the challenges facing and coping strategies among distance learners at the Open University of Tanzania. As mentioned in Section 3.2, the researcher studied these phenomena from the participants’ perspectives; hence, qualitative approach was more relevant.  
3.4      Research Design 

A research design, as pointed out by Kothari (2004), refers to the conceptual structure through which the research is conducted.  The research design subsumes the blueprint related to the collecting, measuring and analysing data. This includes the outline of what the researcher did. In the context of this study, a single case-study design was employed to enable in-depth understanding of the phenomena as case studies allowed for thorough analysis of the subject-specific data from multiple field-work sources (Creswell, 2009; Yin, 2014). According to Yin (1994), case-study is defined as a research strategy and empirical inquiry that investigates a phenomenon situating it within real-life context. That is, it is based on in-depth investigation of a single, group or event to explore the cause of underlying principle.
3.5       Data Collection Methods

Margaret (2016) says that data collection is a carefully arranged approach used to gather and measure information from a variety of sources. This is done to get a complete and accurate picture of an area of interest. Data collection enables a person or an organization to answer relevant questions, evaluate an outcome and predict about future probability and trends. In relation to   this study, the researcher collected and used both primary and secondary data. Primary data were collected by using individual interviews and observation whereas secondary data were collected through reviewing of the documents.
3.5.1   In-depth Interviews
Interview refers to data collection method that uses presentation of oral or verbal stimuli and reply in terms of oral verbal responses (Kothari, 2004). In the context of the current study, the researcher wanted to collect rich and deep information, but remained focused. Hence, he employed a semi-structured interview to collect data from current ODL learners and graduate ODL learners (Msoroka, 2018). With semi-structured interview, the researcher asked probing questions when it was judged that a participant did not give enough information. This method also enabled the researcher to observe obvious and corresponding body language and behaviour of the interviewees. All interview sessions were carried out in a separate space where no one (apart from the interviewer and interviewees) could interfere. Each one-to-one interview took between 30 and 45 minutes.   
3.5.2   Observation

Marshall and Rossman (1995) define observation as the systematic observation of events, behaviours and artefacts in the social setting that has been chosen for study. In this study, the researcher assumed the role of a non-participant observer, therefore assessed the behaviour of the participants in an objective manner. The researcher recorded  what  went  on   among  the  participants  but did not become involved in  what  they  were  doing (Creswell, 2012). While in the field, the current researcher observed and recorded information and events from the learning environment which found relevant to the current study. During interviews, the researcher observed each participant’s body language in relation to their responses. 
3.6       Area of the Study

This study was carried out at the Open University of Tanzania, Zanzibar Regional Centre. This study area was selected after thorough analysis (Yin, 2009). The centre was purposely selected because it is the only centre in Zanzibar, which provides distance education. The researcher thought that it was worth studying the experience of the learners from such isolated distance learning centre. The researcher believed that learners from this centre had a lot to share as distance learners. 
3.7       The Study Participants (Population)

According to Clarke and Cooke (1978), participants of the study are defined as a collection of items under discussion. This study drew its participants from the Open University of Tanzania, current students and former students at Zanzibar Regional Centre. The sample was obtained from that population.
3.8       Sample and Sampling Procedures

Yount (2006) points out that, sampling techniques are the procedures that a researcher adapts in the selection of the items for the sample. This qualitative study involved 40 participants, who were selected through convenience sampling techniques. 
According to De Vos (1998), convenience sampling means the use of the readily available persons in a study. It is also referred to as a way of selecting participants because they are easily available. This way of sampling was favoured as a sampling technique that was used to sample students. Its major advantage is that it is inexpensive and an easy option compared to other sampling techniques (Ackoff, 1953). This method was used to select both continuing and former students of the Open University of Tanzania. This method was relevant to this study as it provided the researcher with flexibility to select readily available participants. It is not common to find all learners at the centre at the same time; hence, convenience sampling helped to select whoever was available and willing to participate in the study. Table 4.1 summarises the sample size and its categories.

Table 3.1: The Categorization of the Sample Size

	SN
	Categories of Population
	Number of Sampling Unit

	1.
	Continuing Students
	25

	2.
	Former students
	15

	
	Total respondents
	40


Source: Field Data, (2022)
3.9       Data Analysis Procedures

Kombo and Tromp, (2006) point out that the analysis of data entails revealing, extracting important variables, detecting any variance and testing any underlying assumption. According to Creswell (2009), the analysis of qualitative data includes coding the text, developing themes and making descriptions based on codes, and being acquainted with a qualitative data analysis software package. In analysing data, this study used inductive content analysis. With this approach, the researcher immersed himself in the data to allow themes and subthemes to develop organically (Creswell, 2002). 
The researcher started by listening carefully to the recorded interviews and then writing transcripts. The transcripts were in Kiswahili language, which were then translated into clear and quality English. Then, the transcriptions were subjected to line-by-line coding by using words of the participants to form categories. The researcher then organised the information into different categories then revised it until the final perspective emerged (Creswell, 2002). In interpreting the findings of this study, some of the participants’ views were presented as quotations in terms of actual statements.
3.10      Ensuring Trustworthiness of the Study

According to Sage (2008), trustworthiness is an alternative term to include transferability, credibility, dependability, and conformability. Trustworthiness ensures genuineness of the qualitative enquiry. The researcher ensured that transferability, credibility, dependability and conformability were evident in the research process. To ensure trustworthiness, the researcher kept into consideration the protocol and necessary procedures to conduct research. 
For instance, this study used triangulation during data collection. Triangulation refers to the use of more than one method and samples to collect data on the same topic (Patton, 1990). In this research, the researcher collected data through individual interviews and observation. This helped the researcher to validate the collected data through cross verification from more than one source (Guba, 1981). Also, the researcher provided detailed descriptions regarding the research context, methodology and participants as advised by qualitative researchers (Guba, 1981; Stenbacka, 2001). 
3.11     Ethical Considerations

The researcher used several methods to observe research ethics. In the first instance, the researcher got clearance letter from the Directorate of Research at the Open University of Tanzania. Second, the researcher sought research clearance from the Vice President Office and Secretary of Zanzibar Research. Then, the researcher asked for participants’ willingness to be involved in the study after explaining to them about the objectives of the study. Participants of this study were informed that their participation was voluntary and that the information they provided was treated confidentially and used for this study only (Msoroka & Amundsen, 2018). They were assured that the raw data collected in this study will be kept in such a way that they will be not accessed by unauthorized person; only the researcher had an access to them. Personal identities, including real names were not disclosed; only pseudonyms have been used throughout the dissertation. 

CHAPTER FOUR
PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS
4.1       Introduction

This chapter analyses and discusses the research findings observed in this study concerning the challenges faced, and coping strategies by distance learners at the Open University of Tanzania. The findings are discussed in two sections: challenges faced the distance learners and the coping strategies among distance learners. 
4.2      The Learning Challenges that Face Distance Learners and the Coping Strategies
The first objective of this study examined the challenges that distance learners face in ODL system at Zanzibar regional centre. With the guidance of the first research question of this study (What challenges do distance learners face in ODL system at Zanzibar regional centre?), during interviews, participants provided relevant information, which is going to be discussed in the following subsections. 
4.2.1    Internet Problem

In ODL learning system, internet is vital as it allows easy access to information among students. It was clear in this study that learners were heavily dependent on internet in their learning. Internet was seen as an opportunity to increase access to education beyond colleges; Moodle system and e-library services allowed interaction and collaboration between learners and teachers without being physically present in  the same location.  However, the findings of this study show that majority of the participants experienced the problem of internet service. 
For instance, some participants commented:

I face a challenge of internet in my studies. To me, getting internet is difficult. I help myself in my office or sometimes I go to the internet café (Continuing student; Haji Khamis Haji).

I learnt through Moodle system, but the internet was the main problem. Sometimes, I failed to get into Moodle system” (Former student; Suleiman Mngana Suleiman)

The above quotations suggest that lack on internet services at the centre is one of the main challenges that were facing ODL learners at OUT centre, which to a large extent was contributing to poor learner’s performance. For example, various learners lacked internet service even in Zanzibar ODL centre, thus lacking access of using Moodle system while communicating with their teachers. 
The study also noted that some of the problems were experienced in the usage of internet services. It was recommended among other solutions that the school management should resort on awareness programmes that would sensitize students to take advantages as   a result of using the internet for academic purpose (Jibrin, Musa & Shittu 2017). To cope with such challenges, the participants discussed various ways they were using to keep on with their studies. 
Some of them commented: 

To me, getting internet is difficult. I help myself in my office or sometimes I go to internet café (Continuing student; Haji Khamis Haji).

I had a problem getting into the module but I got informative help from a co-worker who went through this course (Former student; Bahati Makame Mcha).

In the context of this study, the findings reveal that ODL learners in Zanzibar regional centre were facing the problem of internet services that learners could otherwise access materials and information which were relevant to their courses on time.  As noted from the data, learners found ways to help themselves in their offices and in internet café. Sometimes, they got informative help from a co-worker who went through Moodle system to solve their internet problems that were facing them in their learning processes. 
It was found that lack of permanent internet services at the Zanzibar ODL centre was making learners fail complete their courses on time. In addition, it was delaying in receiving students’ course materials and learning assessment results (Shirazy, 2020).  It was found that majority of OLD learners were not having internet access at home instead they were depending on access from the centre. Based on these findings, it is suggested that the centre’s administration has to ensure that there is availability of permanent internet services for effective learning.
4.2.2    Poorly Organized Face-to-Face Sessions
Face to face sessions are a crucial part in the ODL learning system. In context of this study, the researcher also observed the availability of these sessions to distance learners. These sessions are an instructional way where course content and learning materials are taught in person to a group of students (Shirazy, 2020). This allows a live interaction between a learner and an instructor. In fact, one can say that face to face learning involves a great deal of students –teacher interaction. Face to face sessions is termed as one of the ways of providing learner support services where it helps learners to reduce the isolation nature of distance between them. Through face to face sessions learners are privileged to physically meet with their lecturers and ask questions directly. However, the study findings show that majority of  the participants were  experiencing  the problem of face to face sessions at the centre as some of them both  former and continuing students commented as follows; 

Face to face is was not done at the centre for our course so the centre should be prepared to do it as it is one of the ways to help us read and solve our problems (Continuing student; Idrisa Mohd) 
Face to face is usually done. The teacher usually comes from Tanzania Mainland but only for a very short time and the students are overwhelmed by amount of problems. That time is not enough to exchange ideas with them. 
Sometimes, face-to-face is conducted in Tanzania Mainland. 
Therefore; we have to go to Dar-es-salaam something   that costs 
us financially (Continuing student; Biubwa Baeshi)

The former students had also experienced the problem of face-to-face system as mentioned below:

 I would say that face-to-face sessions were being done to the centre once in a year for those newly registered students to make them know   how to deal with portfolios. However, at times, these would be organised and conducted in Dar-es-salaam For these sessions to be done in a year or the time near to the exams was not enough for us to share ideas with our lecturers (Former student; Zainab Mfaume)

Face to face sessions were there but only for single subject and for not all subjects. We report this problem to the centre. However, we got no solution until we finished our 
studies (Former student; Adam Ame Hamza)     
The above quotations show that face-to-face system was being ineffectively used at the OUT Zanzibar centre. When it was used, it only dealt with a single subject, or it was concerned with portfolio and was used once in a year to newly registered students. Also, conducting of face-to-face sessions were sometimes carried out in Dar es Salaam something that cost students. Therefore, due to its nature of being sporadically used, it did not enhance the effective learning performance to the learners. It should be borne in mind that the aim of face to face session is to give a chance to learners to talk with lecturers and peers around them about the contents that appear to be difficult which therefore need discussions. When accorded this chance, learners get encouragement and motivation from their peers (Keegan, 1996, Mbukusa, 2009).  It   was noted that one of   the challenges, which can be addressed through face-to-face sessions included; missing examination results, unclear topics and unregistered learners. 
However, due to existence of   the   half operative system, the learners of Open and distance learning at Zanzibar centre  were  missing  these opportunities. When face to face sessions are effectively conducted at the centre, this will, to a large extent, reduce the challenges facing learners in the Zanzibar centre considering that majority of them have   been required   to go to Dar es Salaam to address their challenges. This has been making them incur more of costs, which they cannot afford.
Moreover, literature supports that the way assignments and face-to-face sessions were ineffectively being organized made the challenges most likely in such sessions. These findings align with Kamau (2007) who found that, without effective learners’ support services, systems that provide onsite face to face, timely feedback on student performance and access to library services, students’ achievement is likely to   be affected and therefore dropout rates and procrastination will increase.  Also, Musingafi et al (2015) argue in the same way like this study that, with regard to tutorials, face-to-face sessions and laboratory practical, respondents’ challenges were socioeconomic in nature like travelling distance and its accompanied expenses. Kissassi (2014) contends that, inadequate finance, materials and human resources contribute to poor provision and organization of face to face sessions. Currently, face-to-face activities have been reinforced by a portfolio system. On the issue of poorly organised face-to-face sessions, students seem to fail to find the solution. 
One of the participants commented:    

We report this problem to the centre. However, none of the solution we receive until we finished the study (Former student; Adam Ame Hamza) 

From this finding the study reveals that there is a problem of ineffective organization of face to face at OUT Zanzibar centre. It is clear that reporting the problem to the management of the Regional Centre was never the perfect solution. It is suggested here that the OUT head office has to make sure that Zanzibar Regional Centre should organize face to face sessions at least twice a year to overcome challenges faced by the ODL learners as claimed by Shirazy (2020).
4.2.3    Communication Problem

 Merriam Webster dictionary (2019) defines communication as a process by which information is exchanged between individuals through a common system of symbols, signs or behaviour.  In this world of science and technology communication can simply be defined as the way of sending and receiving information by technology (Leslie Haddon, 2006).  In the ODL system, communication plays an important role in teaching and learning processes where by learners communicate with their lecturers and receive feedback. If communication between them is effective, learners can share ideas and get directives from their lecturers. Hence, learning will become more effective and may reduce isolation nature of distance learning. However, this study revealed that ODL learners at Zanzibar regional centre were not getting   enough opportunity to interact with their lecturers and even their classmates like traditional system. 
On this, some of the participants commented as follows;

If you have a problem in a course and you decide to call the lecturer you will not find him. If you find him, he will tell you to look for him later. When you look for him later, you will not find him again (Continuing student; Hassan Hassan).

I didn’t get any instructions from lecturers at the centre; communication between learners and lecturers was very poor. When I called them (lecturers), I was told not to call them at this time (Former student; Mzee Shiraz).

The above findings revealed that ODL learners at Zanzibar regional centre were faced with problem of poor communication with their lecturers. When learners tried to communicate with their lecturers, communication between them was not available. This was hindering their learning process. Poor communication made ODL learners at Zanzibar centre feel helpless. This finding is in line with Arasaratnam and Northcot (2017) who revealed that students were often unable to access lecturers when they needed them. This may be a result of ineffective communication between lecturers and students in distance mode. 
In a similar note, Arasaratnam and Northcot (2017) noted that when students emailed lecturers on issues they needed clarification. Lecturers did not respond at all or responded in a rude way. Arguably, this poor communication system breaks emotional, academic and practical support, which is strongly recommended for distance education practitioners. This can maximize a sense of isolation, hinder timely feedback to students on their performance and likely to develop fear that they will not finish their studies on time (Zirnkle, 2004). Also, Galusha (1998) found that poor communication leads to lack of counselling and faculty assistance which are among insecurities that bisect distance learners and can affect motivation. To deal with such a challenge, sometimes learners had to travel to Dar es Salaam (Head office) to meet their lecturers and address their problems. 
Regarding this, one of the participants noted:    

Lack of cooperation with the lecturer is a problem. I struggle with phone calls and if I fail I have to travel to Dar es Salaam to solve the problem I am facing. (Continuing student; Hassan Hassan).

Based on this finding, one would argue that there is a problem of ineffective communication at OUT Zanzibar centre. It is clear that some learners have been trying to find the solution of this problem by travelling to Dar es Salaam where they can meet with lecturers to solve the problems they have been facing. However, it is argued here that travelling to Dar es Salaam involves cost to the learners. This problem was also mentioned by Shiraz (2020) when he claimed about poor availability of learner support services in ODL centres which to a  large extent, relate to the problem of this study.
Therefore, this study suggests that the centre should improve communication between learners and lecturers to make them closer to ease teaching and learning processes and reduce the feeling of learner isolation. Moreover, as mobile phone is a strong tool used for communication among people in the world. Given this fact, ODL learners were noted to have been using it effectively to communicate with their teachers for instruction purpose. 
It was found to be commonly used because it is a portable device for connecting to telecommunications network in order to transmit and receive voice, video, or other data (Miller, 2015). With mobile phones, learners and lecturers communicate through calls, emails, text messages, and social media (WhatsApp, Face book, Messenger, Viber, and Instagram). Recently, to a large extent, distance learners use mobile phones to conduct online learning. However, this study observed various challenges occasioned by the use of these gadgets as explained by majority of both continuing and former students during interview. 
The following are observations from the participants;

If you need help here at our centre, you cannot get   it until you go to Dar es Salaam which is costly. Or make a phone call where you also don't get a quick solution y because you will be told to call them later and you probably won't find them at all. (Continuing student; Hafsa Mwalim Abdallah)

When you do research you send your work to the supervisor but he she will give you feedback late. If you call him he/her, he or she will tell you to wait but time will be running out. Sometimes lecturers use mobile to give their comments All of these lead to complications and delays in completing of the course (Continuing student; Asha Makame).

Another participant commented that when they met with the academic challenges like delay of exam results, they try to report by call to the course instructor still hanging without succession. 
With regard to this, one of the participants said;

If it happened that there is delaying of the results, I made effort to contact the relevant teacher by phone. Also, I reported this problem to the centre but did not receive anything (Former student; Hafsa Mwalim).

The findings above show that ODL learners at Zanzibar regional centre were faced with communication problem.  Despite the use of the mobile phone to communicate with instructors and other stakeholders, it did not assist them in solving their academic problems. This is a disappointment to the learners and sometimes it has been delaying their course completion. Distance learners, like conventional learners, need immediate feedback when they call a lecturer for a question or sending an assignment. If feedback is delayed, learners become anxious and concerned about their level of success in the programme. These findings relate with Kapinga and Mtani (2014) who claimed that most of the adult learner participants expressed anxiety about delayed or getting no replies when assignments were sent via email attachments. 
Distance learning programme needed communication to be textual. This was not a synchronous exchange; the initiator of communication was supposed to wait for a response. Meanwhile, learners’ questions remained with no answer. This negatively affected learning process. Also, Hara and Kling (2001) argue that students experience anxiety, frustration, and confusion due to lack of immediate and clear feedback from their tutors/lecturers. Arguably, delayed and ineffective feedback adds up a burden to learners who are in struggle against isolation nature of distance learning. Coping strategies are mainly devised to ensure that the emerging challenges are effectively overcome. 
Relating to this challenge of phone problem, the participants of this study commented as shown below:

If it happens there is a delaying   of the results, I make effort to contact the relevant teacher by phone and if I am not successful, I will arrange a trip to Dar es Salaam. (Former student; Hafsa Mwalim Abdallah).    
Based on this finding, it is suggested that the centre should improve the means of communication especially with regard to the use of mobile phone, which is accessible to most of the learners. There is a need to improve the centre’s effort in giving quick feedback to the learners once they need a help from them. 
4.2.4     Financial Constraints

Open and distance learners are adult learners who have family obligations that need money to run their families. In this study, it was found that ODL learners were facing the challenge when it came to academic fees and indirect costs in their learning.  It should   be borne in mind   that adult learners do not have equal opportunity like conventional students when it comes to getting academic loans from HELBs. Thus, majority of the kind of these learners depend on their own pockets to finance their studies. It is very challenge to them and some delay to get the module or not complete the course.  
When the researcher conducted interview to one of the open and distance learners at the Zanzibar Regional centre, the following findings were noted that: 

I missed lessons in the modules because I delayed in paying for registration. And once if you do not pay, the modules would not be open. (Former student: Idrissa Mohd Juma).

Another participant lamented: 

I pay for myself, but sometimes it happens that I don’t have money. So, if you don’t pay, you can’t get into the Moodle. So, I miss studies until I pay (Former student: Mussa Jumbe).

The findings above show that ODL learners at the Zanzibar regional centre were facing the financial constraints in their learning process, which was mainly caused by family obligations and insufficient money to be used for studies. These challenges affect the learning process. These findings are in line with Mbukusa (2009), whose study identified challenges like transport, greater distance to study centre, poor financial resources and lack of encouragement from family. Mushi (2001) was in the same line when he pointed out that poor financial capacity and lack of encouragement from family are the barriers to distance learning. Other scholars such as Parker and Greenlee (1997) and Dodo (2013), have also pointed out that financial problem was the most challenging constraint facing distance learners. 

Another result related with financial constraints as one of the challenges facing distance learners was programme costs. This challenge was shown when a continuing student was interviewed: 

The challenge in my studies is in payment. We were told to pay 70,000/= but then we had to pay another 150,000/= for tuition fees which made it difficult 
for me to get it (Continuing student: Idriss Shija Juma).

Payment records are not properly maintained by center staffs. They issue multiple payment invoices, and as a result, you pay more money which is not refundable (Continuing student: Asha Makame).

 To cope with the economic challenge, some participants indicated that they had to find some ways to finance their studies.  
On this, some participants commented: 

I engage in other income-generating activities that help me to pay for my studies. Similarly, my parents to some extent help me to pay for tuition (Continuing Student: Yussuf Ali Juma).                         

From this finding, it is argued that there is a challenge of financial constraint, which has been facing ODL students at Zanzibar OUT regional centre. To deal with such a challenge, the learners were found to   engage themselves in other generating income activities that helped them to settle their course fee. Also, they were getting support from their parents to pay for the course. 
According to Mushi (2001), most of the ODL learners face the financial challenge in their studies considering the nature of the learning system. Thus, learners are supposed to buy learning facilities and depend on themselves to fulfil learning process towards achievements. Therefore, the study suggested that the practitioners of the ODL program should think thoroughly before fixing the cost of the programme to avoid immediate changes that can affect learners in their learning process. 

4.2.5    Shortage of Time for Self-study

Shortage of time was also considered to be among the challenges facing open and distance learners.  It was noted that most of the Open and Distance learners were older, had jobs and families.  It was found that job responsibility was already intimidating, let alone the family and the learning. The task of balancing all the above responsibility is truly challenging for most of them. But most of them are overwhelmed with a lot of activities that they missed time for their self-study.  This problem was also noticed to the Zanzibar Open University learners when they interviewed:

I found that I have very little time, work needs me, family also wants me to be addressed, and studies wants me (Continuing student-Fatma Mjaka Machano). 

Another student lamented: 

I had a challenge when I was studying at the Open University. The studying time was difficult as most of the time I was busy with work (Former student - Zainab Mfaume).

The findings above suggest that most of the ODL learners at the Zanzibar regional centre were faced with challenges of time constraints in such a way that it was somehow difficult to balance the study time and working obligations.  It was noted that learners were tight with a lot of working activities so that they had no time to sit and study or even to do the course work provided. 

To deal with the challenge of shortage of time for self-study, the participants of this study commented: 

The problem of being overwhelmed by family, work and studies is solved by planning well by spending my time well (Continuing student: Fatma Mjaka Machano).

Work time was so tight that I did not have time to study; I tried very hard to use my night 
time to study until I finished the course. (Former student: Zainab Mfaume).

Based on these findings the study revealed that there was a challenge of time for self-study faced by ODL students at OUT Zanzibar regional centre and the learners tried to find the solution of this problem by spending time well. Part of the challenge included using night time for self-study to cover well the course. Therefore, the study suggested that a regular schedule planning would be a significant help to these learners, as they could even set reminders for their courses and assignments.
4.2.6     Poor Learners’ Support Services
Learners’ support services as defined by Garrison and Bayton (1998) are the resources that learners can access in order to carry out the learning processes. Learners support services are the vital component of any open and distance learning system.  In distance education, learners support services are concerned with a range of human and non-human resources to guide and facilitate the educational transaction (Garrison, 2002).  The most provided learners support services in ODL learners focused on administrative support, including creation of study centres, distribution of study materials and academic support (Sharma, 2002).  ODL learners in Zanzibar regional centre are usually isolated from peers and tutors. They face the challenges in terms of not getting immediate support of a teacher like counselling and faculty assistant something that might affect learner’s motivation. 
When researcher held an interview with one of the open and distance learners at Zanzibar Regional Centre, he pointed out that: 

We have poor office services. The services are being given by one person and if you go to the service provider, you find he is absent. This leads to inconvenience as it makes me to go to Dar-es-salaam to get    some services. Thus, costs are among the challenges I face (Continuing student: Khamis Juma). 
Late access to services, are some of the services provided by only one person. As a result, if you have an emergency, when you go you are told to come tomorrow or the next day (Former student-Hassan Hassan Khamis).

Due to the magnitude of a problem, he further commented that:

 There is lack of cooperation with the lecturers. If you have a course problem and you call the lecturer, you will not find him/her and if you find him, he will tell you to look for him later, if you look for him you will not find him again (Former student: Hassan Hassan Khamis).

The challenges I face are in the way of teaching such as online reading, lack of a teacher to help me since some times the internet is not available. (Continuing student: Ibrahim Iddi Haji).
There are no lecturers at the centre, if you need academic support you must go to Dar es Salaam or make phone call which is uncertain or go there although it is expensive (Continuing student: Mohd Khamis Juma).

The findings above suggest that most of the ODL learners at Zanzibar regional centre were being faced with challenges of poor learners’ support services at the centre. The centre had a few service providers who would provide counselling and administration services important to the academic progress of the learners. Also, as it was revealed, the centre did not have lecturers for many courses that could provide academic support to the learners.  It should be noted that ODL learners are usually isolated from peers and tutors.  It was found that the motivational factors were lacking due to lack of contact of teachers and other students something which resulted into lack of immediate support of a teacher who was able to motivate or counsel the learners Zirnkle (2001) revealed that among the challenges that were facing ODL learners were such as less feedback given and poor teacher contact, alienation and isolation, and poor student support service. Kruger and Casey (2000) also mentioned challenges facing ODL learners to be institutional related challenges which included poor logistics system or lack of appropriate advising.  The challenges of the same nature were also revealed by Kamau (2007) who   pointed out that the institutional related challenges were lack of study materials; lack of student support services in areas of guidance and counselling; and inadequate academic support and administrative services at the regional centre.  
Moreover, Kamau (2007) found that, without effective learner support services system that provides onsite face to face, timely feedback on student performance and access to library services, student achievement is undermined and dropout rates and procrastination increase. The solution for this problem is to ensure that the challenges that emerge are effectively overcome. Relating to this challenge of poor learners’ support services, the participants of this study commented as shown below:  

We have poor office services. The services we require are given by one person and if you go to the service provider, he is sometimes absent. This inconvenience makes me go Dar es Salaam to follow the required services. (Continuing student: Khamis Juma) 

There are no lecturers at the centre. If you need academic support you must go to Dar es Salaam or make phone call which is uncertain or  decide  to go   there  although  it is expensive. (Continuing student: Mohd Khamis Juma).

Based on these findings, it is clear that there is a problem of poor learners’ support services at OUT Zanzibar regional centre. It is suggested that the centre should have sufficient number of service providers and lecturers for all courses provided in order to meet the requirements of students. Therefore, the study suggests that the centre should employ enough workers to accommodate the numbers of enrolled students. 
4.2.7    Computer Literacy Problem
Nowadays, ODL learners learn through online services. This study found that these ODL learners were facing the problem of computer literacy in their learning process.  Many of them could not operate basic programmes such as Microsoft Word and Power Point, and therefore were not able to open even their files. Furthermore, many students found fixing basic computer problems troublesome, as they had no knowledge in this area. However, technological proficiency is a must in order to make a student be able to follow online courses, as it enable students to manage their assignments and course work in an organized manner without struggling. Basic courses in computer literacy enhance students’ knowledge in the field; make them have fundamental knowledge of computer hardware, help them participate in online classes without interruptions and hindrances.  According to the participants’ observations, majority of them commented about the problem of computer literacy among ODL learners at the centre. 
For example, one of participants commented as follows;


I have no experience of using computers so it is difficult for me to understand what is being directed (Continuing student: Yussuf Ali Juma).

I find challenges in my studies. I study online but I do not read well this way, I have to find teachers outside to help me but it is difficult to find them (Former student: Hafsa Mwalim Abdallah).

My online learning is a problem because I don't have enough computer skills.  (Continuing student: Nassor Moh’d Nassor). 

The finding above show that most of the ODL learners at Zanzibar regional Centre were online learners but they lacked basic skills and knowledge of computer literacy which was very important for learning progress. Mohamed and victor (2014) pointed out that majority of the Tanzanians lack the proper training on how ODL operates and what it stands for. This, as a result complicates the successful adoption and coping ability of the unconventional system of learning of these students. They further commented that ICT and ODL were two inseparable elements; and therefore, all ODL stakeholders are required to be comfortable with ICT. But ODL students in Tanzania are still hampered by ICT illiteracy. Moreover the study by Mnyanyi and Mbwette (2009) had similar findings, where students OUT claimed that they were victims of ICT illiteracy. This is because, some of them had problems using ICT even operating a computer.. On the other hand, the infrastructure system that facilitates the smooth operation of ICT is still poor in Tanzania.  
On this regard Cosmas and Mbwete (2009) argue that some of ODL learners are reluctant to change and adopt the new changes especially those related to the use of ICT. They have also limited knowledge of ICT.  According to Hussein (2005), ODL students might have wanted to be browsing web pages but some of them indicated that they did not know how to operate a computer. Cross (1981) reported that distance learners were frustrated, confused and their interest in learning was reduced due to the lack of experience in technology applications and space for study when working in ODL. 
Effectiveness of leaning by ODL students depends on how challenges are resolved. Relating to this challenge of computer literacy, the participants of this study commented as shown below: 


I don’t have computer skills; I am looking for professionals who can help me  (Continuing student: Nassor Moh’d Nassor) 

With regard to how I address the challenge of reading online is that I find teachers out there to help me even though it is very difficult to find them (Continuing student: Hafsa Mwalim Abdallah).         

Based on these findings the study revealed that there was a problem of computer literacy at OUT Zanzibar regional centre and that learners were trying to find the solution of a problem by finding out help to address the difficulty they had.  Actually, as it  was  found, majority of the  ODL learners in Tanzania lack proper training on how ODL operates particularly on the use of technology to enable students manage their assignments in an organized manner.  Therefore, the study suggests that the centre should provide basic courses in computer literacy to enhance students’ knowledge in the field in order to get a fundamental knowledge of computer hardware that would help ODL learners participate in online classes without interruptions and hindrances. 
4.3       The Contribution of the Coping Strategies on Students’ Learning Achievements 

This study found that the coping strategies employed by the selected learners had helped them to achieve their learning goals.  This was clear when some participants commented:


The methods I use to deal with challenges are appropriate because at the end my problems are effectively solved (Continuing student: Khamis Juma).

I am satisfied with the support I receive at my OUT Centre. This is because the instructions given to me by the OUT staff enable me to address the challenges I face. (Continuing student: Juma Haji Khamis).

I was helped and satisfied with the strategies used to solve my problems during my study. For example, I was taught how to use internet effectively which helped me to get learning materials while studying (Former student: Adam Ame Hamza).

According to Yazon (2018), a coping strategy are psychological patterns that individuals use to manage thoughts, feelings and actions encountered during various stages of various challenges which include ill health and treatments. Usually, coping strategy deals with lowering someone’s expectations, asking for assistance, taking responsibility for the situation, engaging in problem solving, maintaining emotionally supportive relationships, maintaining emotional composure, or alternatively, expressing distressing emotions. With the help of coping strategies, people can deal with the challenges they face. 
Hence, one would argue that the findings of this study suggest that the coping strategies employed by learners were helping them in attaining their learning objectives. With such findings, this study holds that learners do need to quit their studies, rather they need to stick and find the best ways to deal with the challenges they face. Also, it is suggested here that lecturers and other personnel working in ODL mode of education delivery need to support and guide well the learners so that they may not be tempted to quit studies. ODL learners need to feel that they get the necessary support during their studies.  

CHAPTER FIVE
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
5.1      Introduction

5.2      Summary of the Study

This study examined the challenges faced and coping strategies among distance learners at the OUT, Zanzibar centre. The study was guided by one major research question: What are the challenges faced and coping strategies employed by distance learners at OUT? Three subsidiary research questions guided the data collection processes: (i) What challenges do distance learners face in ODL system at Zanzibar regional centre? (ii) How do ODL learners cope with the challenges they face? (iii) To what extent do the employed strategies contribute to students’ learning achievement?
The study employed the interpretivist research paradigm, qualitative research approach and a single-case design to guide the whole research process. The study also employed individual interviews and observation as data collection methods, which were relevant to qualitative studies. In this study, 40 participants (25 continuing learners and 15 X-OUT learners) were involved in the study.
5.3       Summary of Major Findings 
5.3.1    The Learning Challenges that Face Distance Learners

The study found that there were several challenges facing distance learners in ODL system in Zanzibar regional centre. Such challenges include internet problem, poor communication, financial constraints, shortage of time for self-study, poor learners’ support services, computer illiteracy, and poorly organised face to face sessions. These challenges were found to limit the learners’ performance. 
5.3.2   The Existing Coping Strategies
The study found that there were several coping strategies employed by learners to curb the situation. In terms of financial problems, some of the learners were engaging themselves in income generating activities to get money to pay for their courses and some were getting support from their parents. On the issue of internet problem, learners were using the available internet in their offices and others were using paid internet in internet café. With regard to computer illiteracy, learners were studying computer skills outside the centre which helped them to get access to the internet so that they could manage to learn through Moodle and other internet sources. Regarding the poorly organized face-to-face sessions, learners revealed to have reported the case to the administration of the Zanzibar centre, despite the fact it was not yet to be resolved. It is known that most ODL learners are adults who have families and work duties. Thus, they lack suitable time to study, unlike those who engage learning in conventional institutions. 
To deal with this challenge, learners need to have time management skills. They should plan their daily activities; learning timetable should be fixed in. As noted earlier, there is ineffective communication between students and lecturers.  To deal with this, learners suggested that the centre should improve communication between learners and lecturers to bring them closer to ease teaching and learning processes and reduce the feeling of learner isolation. 
5.3.3    The Contribution of the Coping Strategies on Students’ Learning Achievements

As seen in Section 4.2, learners have been using several strategies to cope with the challenges they face. Most of the learners considered the strategies appropriate and relevant. Thus, it is clear in this study that the employed coping strategies by the learners helped them to attain their learning objectives.
5.4      Conclusions

This study investigated the challenges faced and coping strategies among distance learners at the Open University of Tanzania within the Zanzibar Regional Centre. Based on the findings of this study, the following conclusions are drawn:

First, the challenges that distance learners were facing in ODL system in the Zanzibar regional centre included internet problem, poorly organized face to face sessions, poor communication, financial constraints, shortage of time for self-study, poor learners’ support services and computer illiteracy.
Second, it was found that ODL learners were using the following methods to cope with the challenges they were facing:

(i) To deal with internet problem, some learners were using office internet while others were using   the paid service from the internet cafe. 

(ii) To deal with the poorly organised face to face sessions, learners reported the case to the administration of Zanzibar regional centre 

(iii) To deal with communication problem, learners tended to travel to Dar es Salaam to meet their lecturers.

(iv) To deal with the financial constraints, some of the learners were engaging themselves in income generating activities to earn money to pay for their courses. It was noted that some of the learners were getting assistance from their parents.

(v) On the issue of shortage of time, learners tended to schedule well their time.   

(vi) To deal with poor learners’ support services, learners proposed that the centre should employ enough workers to accommodate the numbers of enrolled students.

(vii) To deal with computer illiteracy, learners tended to find help from ICT professionals. 

Third, the employed strategies contributed a lot to the attainment of learners’ goals.
5.5       Recommendations of the Study

5.5.1    Recommendations for Action

5.5.1.1 Recommendation 
The Open University of Tanzania at the Zanzibar Regional Centre should have sufficient number of lectures to help students.

5.5.1.2 Recommendation 
The Open University of Tanzania at Zanzibar Regional Centre has to ensure the availability of sustainable internet services for effective learning.

5.5.1.3 Recommendation 
Face to face sessions should be well organised (at least twice a year) to support learners to overcome their problems. 
5.5.1.4 Recommendation 
Means of communication should be improved. Lecturers should pick calls from their students and they should provide quick feedback to learners who need help.
5.5.1.5 Recommendation 
The learners should be trained on issues of time management so that they can be able to schedule well their time.   
5.6      Recommendations for Further Research

5.6.1   Recommendation 
This study was restricted to only one OUT centre (Zanzibar Centre). Hence, similar studies can be carried out to other regional centres of the Open University of Tanzania.
5.6.2   Recommendation 
This study employed qualitative research approach, hence, it employed small sample. A different quantitative study (with large sample) can be carried out to cover several OUT Regional Centres. 
5.7      Limitations of the Study 

There are several limitations that the researcher faced when conducting this study. The following are the limitations of this study:

Lack of reliable internet connection was one of the limitations of this study. This hindered communication with the supervisor. The researcher had to look for internet modem to serve the purpose.

Secondly, this study involved current and X-OUT learners. It was difficult to find these participants since all of them were not usually found at the Regional Centre. To deal with the challenge, sometimes the researcher had to follow the participants to their homes and thus it took him longer time to collect the data.
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APPENDICES 
 Appendix I:  Interview Guide for Former Students

Research: The Challenges faced and coping strategies among distance learners at the Open University of Tanzania:  The case of Open University of Tanzania – Zanzibar Centre.  

Interview/topic guide: Sample questions

	SN
	Questions

	1.
	Which course did you study at OUT?

	2.
	Do you remember experiencing any challenge while studying? If yes, what kind of problems did you face?

	3.
	How did you cope with those challenges? Do you think your coping strategies worked? Why? (Here the participant should explain how s/he dealt with challenges one by one) . 

	4.
	Did you get any support from the centre to deal with those challenges? If yes, what type of support did you get? Were you happy with the support you received from the centre? Why?

	5.
	What do you recommend to improve the current situation at the centre with regard to distance learning?

	6.
	Do you have anything else that you would want to share as far as the challenges faced, and coping strategies among distance learners are concerned?


Thank you for your cooperation!

Appendix II:  Interview Guide for Continuing Students 

Research: The Challenges faced and coping strategies among distance learners at the Open University of Tanzania:  The case of Open University of Tanzania – Zanzibar  Centre.   

Interview/topic guide: Sample questions

	SN
	Questions

	1.
	Which programme do you take at OUT?

	2.
	 Do you experience any challenge in your studies? If yes, what kind of problems do you face in your studies?

	3.
	How do you cope with those challenges? Do you think your coping strategies work? Why? (Here the participant should explain how s/he dealt with challenges one by one)

	4.
	Do you get any support from the centre to deal with those challenges? If yes, what type of support do you get? Are you happy with the support you receive from the centre? Why?

	5.
	What do you recommend to improve the current situation at the centre with regard to your learning?

	6.
	Do you have anything else that you would want to share as far as the challenges faced, and coping strategies among distance learners are concerned? 


Thank you for your cooperation!
Appendix III: Research Clearance Letter

[image: image2.png]



[image: image1.png]THE OPEN UNIVERSITY OF TANZANIA
OFFICE OF REGIONAL DIRECTOR -

Warapape. drcaansibaro actx
oo Ry

The Open University o
Zunsibar Coordination Co
7.0 Tox 2599, Za

Fimall dreoantbareot s =

P

 decaion A

15/12/2020

Mr. Salum, Suleiman Mbywana

Ref: PG2017993045
LANZIBAR COORDINATION CE
mission 10 collect data

ar.

Zan,
RE: PERMISSION

We have received your letter dated 11" December 2020 asking for the per
ia: A Case Study of Zanzibar

'O COLLECT DATA
in OUT Zanzibar Coordination Center on the topic “Challenges faced and Coping Strategics

among Distance Learners at The Open University of Tanzan!

Center”
This is to inform you that the permission to collect data has been granted and we wish you a all

the best in your studies.

The Open University of Tanzania,

Zanzibar.




PAGE  

