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Abstract: In the Open and Distance Learning (ODL) institutions all over the world,
students often persevere despite all odds to complete their programmes in order to
achieve their educational goals. This act of persistence (retention) in order to
graduate is a major index of student success as well as institutional success or
performance. This study looked for some appropriate counselling strategies that
could be used to ensure student success and retention in the National Open
University of Nigeria (NOUN). The study employed the simple survey research
design using a sample of 2, 088 undergraduates of various programmes in the
university. A researcher designed instrument entitled student success and Retention
Inventory (SSRI) was developed using four-scale response categories, which was
duly validated by experts in counselling psychology for data collection. Using
descriptive statistics for data analysis, it was found among others that completion of
courses on time; availability of student resources, it was improved quality of student
life and learning are some elements of student success in NOUN. Some variables
were also discovered as enabling environment and support services in NOUN have
impact on student success and retention. The study also discovered some
counselling intervention models that could ensure student success and retention.
These findings generally conform to similar discoveries in prior research activities
in other parts of the world. It was recommended that counselling as an integral part
of student support services should be given its rightful position in NOUN.
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Introduction

All over the world, student retention in higher education has been a
persistent topical issue (McAughtrie, 2016). Unconfirmed sources
indicate that student retention is very low due to individual,
societal and institutional challenges, which invariable affect both
student and institutional success. Horn (2006) opines that student
success is more of institutional commitment than mere higher
income and performance level of students. According to Noel
(2008), the annual return rates of student as they progress in their
programme as well as graduation rates together showcase student
success. Thus, student retention in tertiary institutions is a function
of institutional commitment to student to ensure that they are
comfortable and persistent in the pursuit of their studies in order to
achieve set educational goals. Similarly, some affections that may
influence retention programmes and ensure student success are
essentially institutional commitments to students, which usually
emanate from the educational mission of an institution. In this
regard, institutional commitments are all about providing enabling
environment and facilities for students’ academic and social
activities. The extent to which this is handled in open and distance
learning institutions in order to achieve quality education is often
worrisome.

The concept of open and distance learning came in to being as an
avenue for edging out educational imbalance in the society, which
is occasioned by inaccessibility to quality education via

conventional arrangement at the right age and time. In the past, this
was achieved through the issuance of course materials to student
through paper, video-cassettes, television, etc but now the student
could satisfy their educational needs by learning at their own place
and convenience while being away from their university. Through
the use of modern technologies such as email, chat, weblogs, and
internet services, distance learning has become computer-based
and student centred, which is a great threat to student retention and
success in open and distance learning institution, as most of the
activities are asynchronous. However, open and distance education
is the key factor in ensuring that many people acquire relevant
education at their pace, location and age irrespective of whatever
they are doing for a living.

As a result, the National Open University of Nigeria (NOUN) was
established by law in 2002 to provide open and distance education
in Nigeria to ensure that a vast majority of Nigerians who were
hitherto denied of higher education for one reason or the other
acquire qualitative education at affordable cost (Ukwueze, 2016).
Prior to the establishment of the NOUN, the operational practice of
open and distance learning in Nigeria was part-time in nature,
where learner met at universities nearest to them to receive lectures
during school holidays (Adeyeye & Oyeleke, 2016) through
sandwich programmes for their professional development. With the
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way that the NOUN is going, it is indicative that its desire is to
become elite institution with high quality and higher retention and
graduation rates. Voigt and Hundrieser (2008) are of the view that
good retentions practices are generally learner-centered; they are
based on intrusive and intentional interventions that are focused on
student engagement and intellectual involvement with high
emphasis on quality enhancements of educational programmes and
services. For Noel, Levitz and Saluri (1985), good retention rates
are as a result of improved student life and learning.

Students in open and distance education encounter various
problems ranging from social, psychological, vocational to
academic challenges, which impede their performance and
retention (Ukwueze, 2016). They also face institutional challenges
(Horn, 2006). These challenges and many other variables account
for students’ frustration and poor performance thereby leading to
lack of commitment, lack of persistence and eventually drop out of
the system. Thus, experts are of varying opinions on the reasons
for high or low rates of student retention in tertiary institutions.
McAughtrie (2016) attributes low student retention rate in the
recent past of economic downturn of 2008. He further enumerated
cost, isolation, social difficulties and unclear expectations as major
reasons believed to be responsible for declining student retention
rates in tertiary institutions. Noel (2008) states that the more
selective or elite an institution is the higher the quality of the
institution and the higher the retention and graduation rates in turn.
In other words, older institutions with greater endowment and
higher academic caliber account for higher retention and
graduation rates, which are the hallmark of student success in
tertiary institutions. Students out of their programmes and
institutions. It could also be due to institutional problems in
realizing its mission and expectations of students as well as
inability to meet up with the conditions of supervising and
accreditation agencies. Orie (2016). Opines that issues and
challenges affecting student retention, support and success in an
open and distance learning institution includes’ perception of e-
learning and preparedness, state of infrastructure, staffing and
funding.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework of this study is culled from Tinto’s
model of student retention and success. Chakuchichi (2011) agrees
that Tinto’s model provides the need to satisfy students’ social and
educational needs in order to retain them in their institutions. The
model espouses that insufficient social interaction and
incongruence with prevailing value patterns in institutions of
higher learning results to study voluntary withdrawal from
programmes of study. The model specifies two realms in an
institution as the academic and social spheres in which a student’s
successful continuance with his/her programme of study depends
largely on his/her level of integration into the two realms. Thus,
goal commitment on the part of the student and institutions from
the key factors of student retention, which can be measured by
student performance and intellectual growth. The model concludes
that social integration is the level of congruence between an
individual and his/her social environment, which often direct
his/her thinking towards persistence or perseverance. This study is,
therefore, premised on the fact that adequate provision of improved
institutional support through appropriate counselling strategies
would usher in high rate of student retention and success in open
and distance learning institutions. In order to determine the

congruence of student integration and persistence. There should be
adequate support, which requires functional counselling strategies.

Conceptual Clarifications

There is a great need to briefly explain some concepts that form the
keywords of this study. Such explanations will no doubt, form the
foundation upon which the understanding of the study is placed.
Counselling is a process of providing assistance to individuals in
making academic or personal adjustment especially in a learning
environment. It is a para-psychological construct that helps to ease
students’ leaning difficulties by sorting out the problems that
interfere in their family life, psychological well-being and
academic issues like time management, course registration, study
behavior and examination matters. Nnaka and Ezekannagha (2013)
are of the opinion that students in open and distance learning
institutions need counselling as a learner support intervention on
choice of academic programmes, adjustment to family life and
study life, change of programme and deferment of admission
among others. Students here need counselling to remain focused in
their programmes in order to achieve their academic goals.

Student retention is the ability of a student to preserve and remain
in his/her course of study despite impeding difficulties till
graduation. According to Orie (2016). Retention is a measure of
performance in terms of active participation and success in
completing programmes of study. It is argued that retention rate in
learning programmes or institutions is often measured in relation to
cause of drop out and withdrawal which usually associated with
dissatisfaction with service delivery, mismanagement of study
time. Lack of academic ability, inappropriate choice of courses,
quality of learning materials, clash with personal study preference,
weak motivation or goal orientation and withdrawal of external
support (Grote, 2000; Orie, 2006). Similarly, Grote (2000) states
that the causes of student non-persistence stem from the interaction
of situational, institutional, dispositional and epistemological
factors. It is quite unfortunate that these factors might result to lack
of academic and social integration that are highly endemic to
student withdrawal in tertiary institutions. Jones (2009) states that
in order to minimize student retention and success, there should be
comprehensive communication plan with students, increased
access to tutors, regular review of all course materials, encourage
of the student’ formation and participations in discussion group,
provisions of internet services and payment of private lessons.
Chakuchichi (2011) is of the opinion that instructions should
charge affordable fees, increase tutorial time engage students in
mutual discussion, and provisions of enhanced instructional
materials to check mate gross dissatisfaction among students Orie
(2016) stresses that students’ dissatisfaction with service delivery
might lead to dropout, which can be handled through articulated
proactive strategies.

Student success is seen as a major index of student retention, which
is also associated with institutional success or performance. In
open and distance learning institutions, student’s success is
measured or determined by students’ completion of courses or
programmed on time, availability of study resources and improved
quality of student life and learning. It involves the graduations rate
and academic performance of students at giving period of time.
Chakuchichi (2011) states that quality of instructional materials
accounts for institutional success. This in essence, paves way for
student retention and success as institutional commitment in
achieving such success is a hallmark for student integration and
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success in chosen programmed of study. However, poor student
support undermines retention thereby leading to possible failure or
low success among students (Orie, 2016).

The Problem

The rate at which open and distance learning students withdraw
from their programmes all over the world is becoming more
worrisome than ever before. In the National Open University of
Nigeria (NOUN) for instance, there are active and inactive students
where the latter are more than the former. In 2017, there were over
10,000 inactive students and a little above two thousand active
students at the Asaba Study Centre of the institution. This picture
cuts across all the existing 104 study centres of the university that
are located in all the states of the federation. This often calls for a
great concern among the academics and other stakeholders in the
university.

This puts a question mark on several indices such as the quality of
staff of the university, public perception of the university, quality
of counselling services provided by the Directorate of Learner
Support Services (DLSS), quality of service delivery, quality of
instructional materials, employability ratio of NOUN graduates in
the labour market, admission policies, social networking, royalty
and fees charged by the institution in the face of the prevailing
economic reality of the country. It is in the face of these confusion
that this study sought to examine the counselling intervention
strategies for student retention and success in NOUN. Specifically,
the study looked at what constitutes students’ success in NOUN,
the enabling environment for student retention in NOUN, available
student support services, impact of student support services on
success in the university. It is reasoned that this study would
expose the causes of low student retention and success rates in
NOUN in order to suggest appropriate counselling strategies that
can remedy the situation. This becomes necessary too, since all
along, as seen in the literature reviewed above that emphasis has
been on reasons for student retention and success in conventional
institutions without due consideration to open and distance learning
institutions that are more prone to student withdrawal. This is
premised on the fact that research of this nature is clearly needed to
better assess students’ reasons for abandoning their programmes
and to provide guide and interventional decisions (Bernath &
Rubin, 2004).

Research Questions

Five research questions were asked to guide this study.

They are:
1. What are the indices of enabling environment for student
retention in the National Open University of Nigeria
(NOUN)?

Results

2. What are the student support services that enhance
student retention in NOUN?

3. What impact do student support services have on student
retention and success in NOUN?

4. What are the indications of student success in NOUN?

5. Which counselling intervention strategies are suitable for
student retention and success in NOUN?

Methodology

This study utilized the simple descriptive survey research design
using the entire student population of the National Open University
of Nigeria (NOUN). Through simple random sampling technique, a
total of 2,088 undergraduates of various programmes were selected
and used for the study. An instrument entitled Student Success and
Retention Inventory (SSRI) was developed by the researcher for
data collection. The instrument was designed using four response
categories. The response categories are strongly agreed (SA),
agreed (A), disagreed (D), and strongly disagreed (SD), which
were weighed 4, 3, 2, and 1 respectively. Information relating to
the five research questions were sought from the respondents. Two
experts in Guidance and Counselling validated the instrument by
critically scrutinizing each item, which led to the gradual
elimination of some items until the final version was produced. For
the validity of the instrument, thirty copies were given to
postgraduate students who were not part of the study on two
occasions after an interval of two weeks. Thereafter, the scores
were subjected to correlation coefficient analysis, which yielded an
r value of 0.83 to attest to the validity of the instrument. The
instrument was further subjected to Cronbach alpha statistical
analysis, which yielded a coefficient value of 0.96 to attest to its
reliability.

Data Collection

Several copies of the instrument were made and distributed among
the students in six study centres. One study centre was chosen from
each of the six geo-political zones of Nigeria. This was done with
the assistance of some academic staff that went to the zones for the
conference marking exercise of the first semester of 2023 academic
session. Out of 2242 copies that went out, a total of 2088 was duly
filled, returned and used for data analysis.

Data Analysis

The data collected using the instrument were analysed using
descriptive statistical tools (mean and standard deviation). All the
items rated 2.5 and above were accepted while items rated below
2.5 were rejected in line with the response categories of the
instrument.

The results of the data analysis as a means of answering the research questions are presented in Tables 1-5 below.

Table 1: Enabling Environment for Student Retention

S/N Item Statements Mean Std. Decision
1. Effective learner support service at study center level 2.96 112 Agreed
2. Wide range opportunity for students to become

active learners. 2.60 0.95 Agreed

3. Awvailability of training and group activities
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for building solid mentor-mentee relationships

4. Amiable social environment devoid of unclear
expectation and difficulty in student’s integration
into social life

5. Auvailability of self-spaced and personalized
learning paths.

6. Awvailability of facilitated and lecturer-led
learning where one can connect and communicate
electronically with facilitators and counsellors

7. Students-centered policies with caring and
conscientious staff.

8. Auvailability of academic support model using
peer-assisted study sessions to improve student
retention and success

2.93

2.81

2.67

2.39

221

2.80

0.95 Agreed
0.93 Agreed
1.07 Agreed
1.02 Disagreed
0.83 Disagreed
0.98 Agreed

The data in table 1 show that there are some indices of enabling
environment for student retention. Specifically, there are effective
learner support services at study level (M=2.96, SD=1.02); wide
range opportunity for students to become active learners (M =
2.60; SD = 0.95); availability of training and regular group
activities for building solid mentor-mentee relationship (M = 2.93,
SD = 0.93); amiable social environment devoid of unclear

expectation and difficulty in student’s integration into social life
(M =2.81; SD = 0.93); availability of self-spaced and personalized
learning paths (M = 2.67; SD = 1.07); availability of academic
support model using peer-assisted stud sessions to improve student
retention and success (M = 2.80, SD =.98). These are indices that
sustain student retention and success.

Table 2: Enabling Student Support Services

SIN Item Statements Mean Std. Decision
1. Establishment of the directorate of learning

content management system 2.82 0.91 Agreed
2. Rich, simple and interactive course materials

for learner. 2.57 0.96 Agreed
3. Availability of e-counselling service. 2.57 1.09 Agreed
4. Availability of e-facilitation of courses 3.06 0.89 Agreed
5. Availability of virtual classroom and laboratories 2.27 1.06 Disagreed
6. Mentoring programmed to help retain students

through guided mentorship, goal setting and

learning activities. 2.66 0.95 Agreed
7. Availability of phone numbers and e-mail

addresses of the study center directors and

counsellors online for interactions 257 0.81 Agreed
8. Auvailability of module student support services

where modules are used to support different

didactical/educational methods. 2.83 0.75 Agreed

The information in table 2 show that virtually all the variables are
support services for student retention and success in NOUN.
Specially, there is e-facilitation of courses (M=3.06, SD=.89); there
is the directorate of learning content management system (M=2.82,
SD=.91); there is module student support to support different
didactical/educational methods (M=2.83, SD =.75); availability of

phone numbers and e-mail address of the student center directors
and counselors online for interactions online for interactions (M =
2.57, SD =.81); and availability of e-counselling services (M
2.57, SD = 1.09), which are used as support services for students.
Also, students enjoy rich, simple and interactive course materials
for their studies (M = 2.57, SD = .96).

Table 3: Impact of Student Support Services on Students

SIN Item Statements Mean Std. Decision
1. Students’ ability to graduate massively every year 3.00 0.82 Agreed
2. Non-availability of cultism due to counselling

services for social adjustment and interpersonal

conflicts 3.00 1.03 Agreed
3. Auvailability of quality students with positive

attitude to study 2.87 0.88 Agreed
4. Less frustration due to unlimited virtual counselling 233 1.01 Disagreed
5. There are improved student scores and grades 222 1.05 Disagreed
6. Easy and secure online access to course materials

and results 253 1.15 Agreed
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7. Positive synergy between students and staff
which advances knowledge among students

2.67

1.01 Agreed

The data in the table 3 show that student graduate massively every
year (M = 3.00, SD = 82); cultism is non-existent due to the
availability of counselling services (M =3.00, SD =1.03); and there
exist quality students with positive attitude to study (M =2.87, SD
= .88). Similarly, there is positive synergy between students and

staff which advances knowledge among students (M = 2.67, SD =
1.01); and there is easy and secure online access to course
materials and results (M = 2.53, SD = 1.15). Also, there is positive
synergy between students and staff which advances knowledge
among students (M = 2.67; SD = 1.01).

Table 4: Indices of Students Success

S/IN Item Statements Mean Std. Decision
1. Completion of courses or programmes on time 273 0.99 Agreed
2. Auvailability of student resources and scholarship 234 1.09 Disagreed
3. Mass graduation of students annually 3.01 0.97 Agreed
4. Low dropout rate among students 3.27 0.85 Agreed
5. High performance of students in semester exams 3.33 0.66 Agreed
6. Enrolment of young students into various programmes 3.13 0.88 Agreed
7.  Large population of students in every programme 3.27 0.57 Agreed
8. Improved quality of student life and learning 3.00 101 Agreed
9. High persistence rates among fresh and stale students 3.24 101 Agreed
10. High commitments to students’ problems

and academic activities 2.80 0.98 Agreed

The data in table 4 shoe that virtually all the variable provided are
indications of student success in NOUN. For illustration, there is
higher performance of students in semester examination (M = 3.33,
SD =.69), there is low dropout rate among students (M = 3.27, SD
=.83); there is large population of students in every programme (M
= 3.27, SD = .57); there is high persistence rates among fresh and

stale students (M = 3.24, SD = .57); and there is also young
students who now enroll into various programmes (M = 3.13, SD =
.88); in addition, there is mass graduation of student annually (M =
3.00, SD = .97); and there high commitment to students problems
and academic activities (M =2.80, SD = .98); and student complete
their courses of programmes on time (M = 2.73, SD = .99).

Table 5: Counselling Intervention Strategies for Student Retention and Success

S/N Item Statements Mean Std. Decision
1. Regular group and individual counselling services. 2.87 0.61 Agreed
2. Special academic counselling sessions 2.56 0.96 Agreed
3. Professional and peer tutoring across all disciplines 251 0.83 Agreed
4. Supplementary facilitation for weak students
using peer assisted study sessions 2.56 0.89 Agreed
5. Use of monitoring strategy 2.08 0.82 Disagreed
6. Cognitive restructuring strategy to teach students
The habit because for reading and success 253 1.07 Agreed

In table 5, it is observed that some counselling intervention can
enhance student retention and success. One of the strategies is
regular group and individual counselling (M = 2.87, SD =1.20).
Another strategy is specialized academic counselling (M = 2.56,
SD = .96). Others include the use of professional and peer tutoring
across all disciplines (M = 251, SD = .83), supplementary
facilitation for weak students using peer-assisted study session (M=
2.97; SD = 0.99) and the use of cognitive restructuring strategy to
teach students the habits for reading and success (M = 2.53, SD =
1.07).

Discussions

The issue of student retention and success in open and distance
learning institutions is gradually becoming a worrisome
phenomenon. In several studies as indicated in the literature review
of this study, there are quite a number of reasons for student drop
out in tertiary institutions, including open and distance learning

institutions. This study observed several variables that encourage
student retention in the National Open University of Nigeria
(NOUN). For instance, there exist learner support services at the
study center level where learners’ problems are regularly and
satisfactorily attended to, which encourages them to remain in their
programmes till graduation. There is solid mentor-mentee
relationship for students’ growth and development; there exists
amiable social environment with a wide range of opportunities and
personalized learning paths for students’ active learning. These
observations are in line with the discoveries of Jones (2009),
Chakuchichi (2011) and Nnaka and Ezekannagha (2013), which
established that student retention, is a function of enabling
environment on sustainable basis.

Similarly, the results of the study indicated some support services
that form part of the enabling environment that encourage study
indicated some support services that form part of enabling
environment that encourage student retention and success. There is
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e-counselling platform that encourage student retention and
success. There are e-mail and phone number of center Directors
and counsellors for interactions, which are however, hampered by
irregular supply of power supply of power and internet service.
The Directorate of Learning Content Management System
(DLCMS) is developing series of rich, simple and interactive
course materials for the benefit of students and academics. In the
support of this observations, Orie (2016) earlier asserted that real
time online platforms, academic counselling, feedback and
interactive learning materials encourage student retention. This is
an indication that open and distance learning institutions with their
peculiar nature have a similar way of encouraging student retention
and success.

Furthermore, some variables that are indicative of the impact of
support services for student retention and success were discovered.
Availability of learner support services has made it possible for
mass graduation of students with positive attitude to study, easy
access to course materials and results. And non-existed of cultism
and other forms of Indi spline that are prevalent in other tertiary
institutions. There are made possible through counselling services
and appropriate synergy between students and staff in the
advancement of knowledge. In all, there is allow dropout rate and
high performance of students in semester examinations; there is
improved quality of student life and learning. This is in line with
the position of Ukwueze (2016) who stressed that counselling is
quite crucial for student adjustment in open and distance learning
institutions.

However, it was also observed that students do not enjoy
scholarship, lecturer-led and student-center policies that can ensure
adequate student retention and success. Also, virtual classrooms
and laboratories are not available. This is in line with the positions
of Noel (2008) and Orie (2016) that lack of infrastructure and
learning resources are inimical to student retention and graduation
rates. This situation might be possible for the low retention and
success rates observed in the course of this study.

Finally, the study discovered some counselling strategies that can
enhance student retention and success if applied appropriately in
open and distance learning institutions. Regular group and
individualized counselling as well as academic counselling are
some of the counselling strategies that were observed here. Also,
peer tutoring and cognitive restructuring were observed as good
counselling strategies that can be used to teach students the right
attitude in learning environment like in an open and distance
learning institutions. This position is in consonant with the
assertion of Chakuchichi (2011) that student’s frustration or
dissatisfaction, which causes low retention and success rate can be
handled through articulated and proactive strategies. Thus,
counselling as a proactive strategy is quite suitable here to ensure
adequate information and communication for interaction with
students to ensure sustainable student retention and success.

Conclusion

The concept of open and distance learning came into existence as
an avenue to check mate the educational imbalance in the society
due to inaccessibility to quality education by conventional system
at the right age and time. The flexibility in the operational
procedure of distance education leaves the system prone to student
dissatisfaction and eventual withdrawal from their programmes.
The frustration and dissatisfaction of student often result from

infrastructural deficiency, inaccessibility to quality course
materials, poor study plan, weak economy and inadequate learner
support services. Student retention is all about higher persistence
rate, low dropout rate and overall quality student life and learning.
Counselling intervention strategies are proactive measures that can
ensure the above student retention indices and institutional success
in order to provide quality open and distance education to people.

Recommendations

In line with the purpose of this study, it is recommended that there
should be basic enabling environment for student retention and
success in open and distance learning institutions. There should be
student resources as well as academic counselling to ensure
improved quality of student life and learning.

Open and distance learning system is a technology-driven
educational venture with internet services as major tools for
interventions. As a result, such institutions should endeavour to
establish and sustain internet services as part of institutional
requirements for student retention and success.

There should be improved virtual counselling and facilitation with
adequate internet services at affordable cost for students. At study
center level, there should be supplementary facilitation for weak
students using peer-assisted study sessions.

Professional counsellors should be exposed to regular training and
retraining through seminars, workshops and conferences. Through
such exposures, they will be acquainted with appropriate
counselling strategies and practices such as e-counselling,
monitoring, cognitive restructuring and individualized counselling
that can ensure student retention and success in open and distance
learning institutions.
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