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ABSTRACT

Thetransformationinthedistanceeducationsystemhasledtotheemergenceofblendedlearning
approachesthathavenecessitatedeffectivesupporttofacilitatestudentslearning.Thiswebsurvey
aimedatdeterminingthekindsofsupportavailableandaccessibletodistanceeducationstudentsof
theUniversityofGhana.Datacollectedfrom103Levels300and400studentsandfindingsfromthe
surveyindicatedthatphysicalandtechnologicalsupportserviceswerefrequentlyusedamongthe
respondents,whereasresidentialande-libraryresourcesweretheleastsubscribedsupportservices
amongthestudents.Intermsofsocialsupportservices,interactionwithtutorsandinteractionwith
fellowstudentscameupasthemainsupportservicesavailabletostudentswhilecounsellingservices
wereabsentforthesestudents.Itwasrecommendedthatthesupportservicesthatwereinadequate,
leastused,andabsentshouldbeprovidedtoenablestudentstocompletetheirprogrammesofstudy
successfully.
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1. INTRodUCTIoN 

Theupsurgeofdigitaltechnologieshasledtodramaticreformsineducation.Thesedigitaltechnologies
haveenabledtheuseofvirtualspacesinadditiontothetraditionalclassroomenvironment(Papadakis,
Kalogiannakis,Sifaki,&Vidakis,2018;Suorsa,2014).Thereforethereisashiftfromsolelyproblem-
basedlearningactivitiesintheclassroomasstudentscannowcommunicatewiththeirinstructors
digitallyandaccessnewmaterials,readandbepreparedbeforecomingtoclass(Papadakisetal,
2018;Amiraetal;2019).Consequently,thisledtothevitalroleInformationandCommunication
Technology(ICT)-basedlearningwhichhasbeendistinguishedbyahigherlevelofstudentcontrol
andautonomyovertime,placeandpacethroughthedeliveryofinstructionandcontentviadigital
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and online media (Ansong, 2015). As a result, attention has shifted to blended learning which
isalsoreferred toashybrid learningorat timesflipping theclassroom(Ansong,2015;Sarfo&
Ansong-Gyimah,2010;Lin&Wang,2012).Zhonggen(2016)categorisedhowblendedlearning
hastranscendedtheideaofclassroomandlearningactivitiessupportedbyonlinetechnologiesto
theintegrationoflearning,studentsandinstructoractivitiesmadepossiblebybothtechnologyand
traditionalmodesoftransmission.

The increasing prominence and future prospects of blended learning could be due to the
contemporarychallengesofeducationsuchasthediversityoflearners,costandtheneedtoachieve
measurableoutcomes.Itmayalsobeattributedtothepropensityofevolvingtechnologiesforlearning
inthiserawhilemaintainingtraditionaland/orhistoricalgroundingsandpurposeofeducation(Bath
&Bourke,2010;Rajkoomar&Raju,2016).AsnotedbyLalimaandDangwal(2017)aswellas
Pokuaa(2011),theincreaseinpopulation,especiallyindevelopingcountriesandtheneedtofind
innovativewaysofeducatingmorepeople,naturallynecessitatestheincorporationoftechnology
intothetraditionalclassroom.Ithasalsobeenestablishedthattheteemingmassesofadultlearners
whoaspiretoacquirehigherqualificationscanonlyachievetheiraspirationswhenonlineanddigital
learningtoolsareleveragedinhigherinstitutionsthroughblendedlearningpedagogicalapproaches.

The future, therefore, implies that for teaching and learning to be efficient, teachers and
educational administrators must willy-nilly unlearn past attitudes, reform and create the best
atmosphereandsupportforstudents(Barrett,2010).Forinstance,Baytiyeh(2019)makesastrong
casefortheinclusionofmobilelearningtechnologiesinhighereducationlearningwhichisescalated
byKumarandNanda(2019)astheuseofsocialmediagenerally.Inthisway,studentswilllearn
effectivelyandbepositionedtofitintothe21st-centuryworkenvironment.Inthelightoftheforegone,
ithasbeennotedbyLockandJohnson(2016)thatthewidespreadusageofblendedlearninghasthe
propensitytoinfluencechangeinhighereducationinstitutionsintheshortterm.However,itisworth
establishingthateffectiveblendedlearningcouldbeachievedthroughtheprovisionandaccessto
supportservices.Thismakesitimperativetostudentsupportunitstoserveitspurposebytailoring
supportservicesandsystemstosuitthesocio-culturalneedsofstudents.

2. THE STUdy CoNTEXT

Bywayofbackgroundinformation, theUniversityofGhana’sattempttoincorporatetechnology
intothetraditionalmeansoftransmittingknowledge,thus,makingtheuniversityanditsproducts
compliantto21stcenturystandardsdatebackto2010.However,theUniversityCouncilapproved
theUGICTPolicyinMarch2012,followedbytheBusinessandExecutiveCommitteesanctioning
thePoliciesandProceduresonTechnology-MediatedCoursesandProgrammeinE-Learning(ICT
DeploymentCommitteeReport,2014).Thesanctioningofthedocumentsprovidedafoundationfor
incorporatingtechnologyintotraditionalpedagogicalapproachestocontentdeliveryintheuniversity,
pavingthewayforblendedlearningtobeintroduced.

As noted by Lalima and Dangwal (2017), population explosion, especially in developing
countries,hasnecessitatedinnovativemethodsofmakingschoolsaccessibletothosewhomightnot
havegainedaccesstobrickandmortarschools.Thisassertionseemstohavebeenakeyfactorin
theintroductionofblendedlearningattheUniversityofGhanaasrecordedintheICTDeployment
Committee’sReport(2014)thatsuccessfulimplementationofe-learningintheDEprogrammewill
helpincreasestudentenrollmentattheUniversity.Additionally,theUniversity’sChinesePhaseI
Projectwhichcommencedin2009andwasleveragedtoPhaseIIin2010aimedatprovidingthe
necessaryinfrastructuretosupportICT-basedteachingandlearning.Toachievethis,ICTfacilities
wereinstalledineightoftheUniversity’s11learningcentres(Awiah,2015).Thisdevelopmentis
supportedbyAgbanu,SonyoandAhiase’s(2018)argumentthatDEprovidershaveexpandedtheir
learningenvironmentfromalimitedgeographicallocationtoseveralotherlocations,termedsatellite
campusesorlearningcentrestomakeroomforinclusivityandlifelonglearning.
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In2014theUGICTProjectwasfinallyinaugurated.Thisinaugurationcoincidedwiththelaunch
oftheSakaiLearningManagementSystem(SLMS)whichhadbeensuccessfullypilotedbetween
2010and2013andreceivedsatisfactoryreports.ThisgivescredencetoanassertionbyVanWyk
(2018)thatglobaltrendsinhighereducationhavebecomemoreinclusiveandblendedbasedonthe
availabilityandusageofmoredigitalpedagogiesthatsupportandacceleratestudentlearning.Inthis
regard,theICTDeploymentCommitteehaditsfocusonabimodalapproachtocontentdeliveryfor
theUGDEstudents,namely;Web-based(FullyOnline)andMulti-Mode(HybridorBlended)(ICT
DeploymentCommitteeReport2014).Withregardstotheblendedmode,thereportstatedthus,

In a multi-mode course, online components of the courses would replace some of the regularly 
scheduled class meetings. A Tuesday-Thursday class, for instance, might meet one day in a week 
throughout the semester, with the remaining instruction taking place online using an LMS (p. 24).

Thecurrentresearchersnotethatalltheeffortsputinbytheuniversitytoincorporatetechnology
intoitssystemwillamounttonothingifcommensuratesupportsystemsarenotputinplace,especially
foritsstudents.Consequently,thispaperaimedatdeterminingthekindsofsupportofferedinthe
UniversityofGhanablendedenvironmentandtheextenttowhichtheseservicesareaccessedby
distancestudentsenrolledatthesaidinstitution.

3. LITERATURE REVIEw: SUPPoRT IN A BLENdEd ModE

Theabilityofonlinelearningtoprovidetheneededsupportthatenhancesstudentlearninghasbeen
questionedbyresearcherssuchasZhou,Zhao,JiangandWang(2017).However,Graham(2006)
citedinWu,TennysonandHsia(2010)earlierarguedthatblendede-learningsystemsarecapableof
fillingthevoidthatfullonlinelearningenvironmentscannotfill.ItisinthisdirectionthatGyamfi
andGyaase(2015)emphasizedthatstudentsupportisanintegralaspectofblendedlearningandthe
extentofsuchsupportcouldenhanceormaretheexperienceoflearningintheblendedenvironment.
Similarly,Bridges(2008)assertedthatstudentsupportservices,suchasacademictutorial,facultyand
peermonitoringandcounsellingarecriticaltostudentsuccessastheyenablestudentstoachievethe
bestoftheiryearsincollege.Inthisregard,GyamfiandGyaase(2015)indicatedthattheprovision
ofappropriateandadequatecommunicationtoolsinblendedlearningenhancescooperativelearning
asstudentsinteractamongthemselvesandwithlecturers.

Admittedly, theprovisionofweb-basedmaterials,consistentwithZhouetal’s, (2017) five-
dimensionallearningsupportservicesystemforblendedlearning[seenextsection],becomesoften
indispensable. However, in countries, like Ghana, where internet infrastructure is still not fully
developedandthussaddledwithslowspeed,interruptionsinconnectivityandlackofaccessattimes,
itbecomesproblematictoeffectivelyimplementblendedlearning.Additionally,itisimportantbearing
inmindthattheinnovationsinteachingandlearningrequiredbyblendedlearningareonlypossible
withawell-developedplanandnecessaryfunding(Gyamfi&Gyaase,2015).Itis,therefore,possible
toraisethestandardsofeducationusingtheopportunitiesofferedbyablendedlearningprogramme
withappropriatecontent,toolsandstudentsupport.ThisresonatesintheassertionbyZhouetal.(2017,
p.276)that‘a good learning support service system provides strong support for blended learning
(p.276).Annku(2014)has,inasimilardirection,arguedthatthereshouldbeaconsciouseffortto
incorporateblendedlearningconceptsandmethodsinteachereducationprogrammesinordertohelp
teachersfamiliariseandmasterblendedlearningtoolsandmodelsaspartoftheirpre-servicetraining.

Furthermore,itwillbebeneficialtoacceptthatthespectrumofsupportservicesprovidedfor
DEstudentsissovariedtothepointthatSimpson(2016)submitteditcanbetoolargeandcomplex
tobecoveredinasingledocument.He,therefore,categorisedstudentsupportforDEstudents,which
areallrelevanttotheblendedenvironment,ascognitiveoracademicsupportforenhancingstudents’
learningandcognitiveskills.TheotherbroadcategoryofsupportSimpson(2016)identifiedisnon-
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academicsupportwhichencapsulatestheorganisationalsupportandemotionalsupportforlearners.
ForLingandWang(2012),aplanforblendedlearningwasdemonstratedinratherpracticalterms.
Theylookedatblendedlearningasthecomputerplatformthatservesasaninterfacebetweenface-
to-faceinteractionsande-learningthatresultinlearningamongstudents.TheplanbyLinandWang
(2012)isindicativethatblendedlearningdoesnothappeninavacuum.Hence,effectiveplanning
willeventuallyleadtolearninginthefaceoftheprovisionofsupportforthestudentsengagedin
theblendedlearningspace.

4. THEoRETICAL ModEL: FIVE-dIMENSIoNAL LEARNING 
SUPPoRT SERVICE SySTEMS oF BLENdEd LEARNING

LiteratureaboundsonsupportsystemsfortraditionalDEandonlinelearningbutthesamecannotbe
saidforblendedlearning.ThisiscorroboratedbyanargumentbyWuetal.(2010)thatthereisthe
lackofstudiesthatestablishstudentsatisfactionintheblendede-learningenvironmentwhichwas
endorsedbyZhouetal.(2017)sevenyearsdowntheline.Thisgapisindicativethatnotmuchhasbeen
doneintermsofdevelopinganindependenttheoryforunderstandingstudentsupportintheblended
environment.Thatnotwithstanding,Zhouetal’s.(2017)five-dimensional learning support service 
system of blended learning(presentedasFigure1below),isseenasamodelthatcaneffectivelybe
usedtogaugetheeffectivenessofsupportprovidedforstudentsattheUGblendedlearninglandscape.

Itcanbenotedfromfigure1thateachofthefivedimensionsinthemodelhasbeensub-categorised
intowhatwillenhancestudentsupportintheblendedlearningenvironment.Forinstance,withthe
resourcesupportservicedimension,Zhouetal.(2017)identifiedtheneedtomixdigitalmediawith
traditionalonessuchasbooksandobjects toprovidesupport forstudents.This formofsupport
findsmeaninginSimpson’s(2016)cognitive/academicsupport,whichseekstobringaboutquality
teaching,developstudents’learningskillsandensureassessmentandfeedback.

Secondly,theplatformsupportservicesdimensionthrowslightontheneedtoprovidevirtual
simulationlabsandnetworkedteachingandlearningplatformsforteachingandlearningandfeedback.
Simpson(2016)discussedemotionalsupportasawayofhelpingstudentsdealwiththeemotional
sideoflearning.Headvocatedforwaysofdevelopinglearnermotivation,self-confidenceandways
ofmanagingstresswithspecialemphasisonassessments.WithregardtotheUGDEprogramme,the
face-to-facetutorialscansubstituteplatformsupportwhiletheinteractivetoolsontheSakaiLMS
andothersocialmediatoolsmayhelpinprovidingthesameinthevirtualenvironment.

Furthermore,theteachingmethodsupportservicesisanotherdimensionofthemodelunder
discussion.Itseekstobringaboutbothonlinelearningandface-to-facelearningaswitnessedinthe
UGDEprogramme(ICTDeploymentCommitteeReport,2014).Thisdimensionreflectsthecognitive/
academicsupportespousedbySimpson(2016)andface-to-faceande-learningaspectsofLinand
Wang’s(2012)planforblendedlearning.Effectiveutilisationofthisdimensionbringstolightthe
ideaofaflippedclassroomwherestudentsstandthechanceofaccessingmaterialsandresourceson
theonlineenvironmentpriortoface-to-facemeetings.

Thenextdimension,thatis,personnelsupportservices,seekstoencouragetheparticipation
ofallplayersintheblendedenvironment.Zhouetal.(2017)haveindicatedthatthisdimensionis
thecoreofthelearningsupportserviceinblendedlearning.Thisdimensioncanbecategorisedas
Simpson’s(2016)academicsupportiftheessenceistohelpstudentssucceedintheirstudiesdirectly.
Ontheotherhand,iftheyseektoprovideorganisationaloremotionalsupportthenitcanbeplaced
underthenon-academicsupportcategory.

Finally,theenvironmentalsupportservicesdimension,whichbasicallydelvesintotheteaching
andlearningenvironment,interfacestheclassroomenvironmentwiththenetworkenvironment.This
dimensionisalsoconsistentwithLinandWang’s(2012)planforblendedlearningwherebythey
advocatedforthecombinationoffacetofacelearningande-learningintheblendedenvironment.
Zhouetal.(2017,p.273).)notedthus,‘the mixture of the network learning environment and the 
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classroom environment makes the whole blended learning environment an organic whole’Essentially,
a good learning environment is imperative in the development of an effective blended learning
environment.Especially,inGhanawheretechnologystillremainsaluxuryformanywhowouldstill
wanttopursuehighereducation.

Inanutshell,itisworthnotingthatZhouetal’s(2017)modelstandsoutasonethatseamlessly
bringstogetherthekeyconstructsthatserveassupportsystemsforstudentslearningintheblended
environment.Inspecificterms,theadoptionoftheSakaiLMSbytheUniversityofGhanatoprovide
blendedlearningputstheUniversityattheforefrontof21stcentury-basedknowledgeandskillsin
GhanaandmanyotherAfricancountries.Forthisreason,Zhouetal’smodelisregardedasaone
thatcanhelpexploretheavailabilityandaccesstothesupportservicesprovidedandaccessiblein
theUGblendedlandscape.

Figure 1. Five-dimensional learning support service system of blended learning. Source: Zhou, Zhao, Jiang & Wang (2017, p. 273).
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5. METHodoLoGy

Thestudyadoptedaquantitativecross-sectionaldesign in theformofaweb-survey.Thedesign
wasdeemedappropriateasitanalyzesdatafromarepresentativesubsetofapopulationataspecific
pointintimeandmakesinferencesaboutthatpopulation.Ourinitialsamplingwasdonefocusing
onthestratifiedsamplingmethod,fromallstudentsontheUniversityofGhanaDistanceEducation
(UGDE)programmetotalling9,311.Basedonacademiclevels,asampleof380studentsinthethird
andfinal(Level300and400)yearswereselectedfromalltheelevenlearningcentresoftheUGDE
programme, using Krejcie and Morgan’s (1970)1 sample size determination method. Focus then
fellonthethird(Level300)andfinalyear(Level400)BScNursingstudentsandBSCInformation
Technologystudentsinallthelearningcentres,selecting190ofthem.Theserespondentswerechosen
astheywerestudentswhohavegonethroughthesystemforatleastthreeyearsandhavetherequisite
knowledgeofthesupportservicesavailableandaccessibletowardsthesuccessoftheirstudies.

Datawasgatheredthroughanonlinequestionnaireconsistingof40itemswhichinclude33closed
andsevenopen-endedquestions.Thequestionnairewassplitintothreesections:a)biographicdataof
respondents(e.g.age,sex,andentryqualification),b)frequencyofuseofphysicalandtechnological
supportandc)availabilityandfrequencyofuseofsocialsupportservices.Thequestionnairewas
pretestedforreliabilityandvaliditywith12distanceeducationstudents(Level200and300)fromthe
variouslearningcentres.ThepretestingwasdoneinJuly2018whenstudentswereontheUniversity
ofGhanacampus towrite their first semesterexaminations.Resultswereanalyzed todetermine
reliabilityusingCronbach’salphamethodandobtained0.79,indicatingthatthequestionnairehas
acceptablesubstance.ThefinalizedinstrumentwasthendevelopedusingaGoogleform.Hencethe
studyemployedaweb-surveyandadministeredthequestionnaireviatheweb.Thepreambleofthe
finalizedquestionnaireassuredconfidentialityofresponsesandanonymity,aswellparticipationin
thestudyisvoluntaryandonecouldwithdrawatanytimeandnotobligedtorespondtoquestions
onefeelsuncomfortablewith

RespondentswererecruitedviatheirWhatsAppplatformsbysendingthelinkofthequestionnaire
to them. The class representatives were contacted, and the web link was forwarded to the class
representativeswhointurnputitontheirrespectiveclassWhatsAppgroupplatforms.Reminders
weresentonadailybasisontheplatformsbytheclassrepresentativesandresearchersforstudentsto
completethequestionnaire.DatawascollectedbetweenAugustandSeptember2018afterstudentshad
completedtheirsemesterexaminations.Inall,atotalof103responseswerereceivedaftereightweeks
offrequentremindersbythecourserepresentativesandresearchers.Thedatawereanalyzedusing
SPSSversion22.Thedatawasanalyzedusingbothdescriptiveandinferentialstatisticsspecifically
frequencytables,cross-tabulationandchi-squaretestofsignificance.

6. RESULTS

Thissectionpresentstheresultsthatemanatedfromtheanalysisoftheresults.It ispresentedin
descriptivestatistics.

6.1 demographic Characteristics of Respondents
It was noted that out of a total respondent of 103 in this study, majority (78.7%) were females
whilethemalerepresentationwasonly22.3%.Itwasalsoevidencethatmajorityoftherespondent
(51.5%)waswithintheagesof21–30,while44.7%werewithintheagesof31–40.Only3.8%
ofrespondentswerebelow20yearswhichsignifiesthatalargemajorityoftheUGDEstudentsare
young.TheBScNursingstudentsdominated(83.5%)therespondentsofthestudywithamajority
(82.5%)ofthementeringtheUGDEprogrammeusingtheirdiplomacertificates.Thisisexpected,as
theprofessionalnursesareadmittedintothisprogrammeandmostofthemalreadypossessdiploma
innursingcertificatesfromthecollegesthattrainedthem.
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Eventhoughrespondentswereexpectedfromalltheeleven(11)UniversityofGhanalearning
centresacrossGhana,onlystudentsfromthreeofthecentresparticipatedinthestudy.Amajority
(92.7%)oftherespondentsstudiesattheAccraLearningCentre,followedbyTsitoLearningCentre
(3.9%)andTamaleLearningCentre(2.9%).ThisisnotsurprisingsinceAccrahasthelargeststudent
populationwitharelativelyreliableinternetconnectionandstableelectricitycomparedtotheother
centres.

6.2 Frequency of Use of Physical and Technological Support Services
Zhouetal.(2017)developedafive-dimensionalmodelthatestablishestheimportanceofsupport
systemsinablendedlearningenvironment.Thisisindicativethatsupportintheblendedspaceis
a two-prongedaffair.Assuch, institutionsought toprovide thenecessarysupportsystemswhile
studentssubscribeoraccesssuchservices.Inlightoftheforegoing,Table1showsthephysicaland
technologicalsupportserviceavailabilityandfrequencyofuseamongUGDEstudents.

Duetoitsavailabilityandeasieraccessibility,thefrequentlyusedphysicalandtechnological
supportserviceisfacetofacetutorials(54.4%).Itisquiteinterestingthatface-to-facetutorialsare
predominantlyusedamongthesestudents,whichsuggeststhateventhoughtheyareDEstudents,
comingtothecampusaddstotheirprestigeasUniversityofGhanastudents.Eventhoughavailable
videoconferencingwereoccasionallyusedbyUGDEstudents.

Akeyingredientforblendedlearningise-libraryservicesleadingtotheUniversityofGhanato
makeprovisionofe-libraryservicesforthesestudents;however,theytendtooccasionallyusethese
servicesindicatingthateventhoughtheyareDEstudentsandusetheblendedmode,theymaynot
yetbeconversantwithonlinelibraryservicesandresourcesavailableattheircampusesandeventhe
maincampus.Theymayalsonothavetimetovisitthelibraryastheyaremostlyengagedwiththeir
workandsocialactivities.

Onemaincharacteristicofdistanceeducationstudentsistoliaisewithinstructorsandtutors
online.Surprisingly,itwasnotedthatrarelydothesestudentsemailtheirtutors(33%)orinteract
withthemonline.Studentswerenotdoingsobecauseofunavailabilityandaccesstotutors’email
addresses.Itwasnotsurprisingthatmajority(62.1%)ofthestudentsneverhaveaccesstoorused

Table 1. Frequency of use of physical and technological support services

Physical/Technical Support Services Frequently Occasionally Rarely Not at all

f (%) f (%) f (%) f (%)

Videoconferencing 29(28.2) 40(38.8) 22(21.4) 7(6.8)

Teleconferencing 14(13.6) 13(12.6) 29(28.1) 42(40.8)

Emailswithtutors 29(28.) 26(25.2) 34(33.0) 11(10.7)

Interactingwithcolleaguesonline 47(45.6) 22(21.4) 21(20.4) 8(7.8)

Revision 52(50.5) 26(25.2) 18(17.5) 3(2.9)

e-libraryresources 18(17.5) 39(37.9) 27(26.3) 13(12.6)

Onlinelearningtools 38(36.9) 23(22.3) 23(22.3) 13(12.6)

Facetofacetutorials 56(54.4) 17(16.5) 17(16.5) 12(11.7)

libraryservices/resources 24(23.3) 33(32.0) 32(31.1) 8(7.8)

lecturehalls 52(50.4) 21(20.4) 19(18.4) 7(6.8)

writtenmaterials/modules 42(40.8) 21(20.4) 23(22.4) 12(11.7)

ResidentialFacility 6(5.9) 8(7.8) 16(15.5) 64(62.1)

N = 103
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residentialfacilities.Thisisbecausesuchfacilitieshavenotbeenmadeavailableandaccessibleto
thedistancestudents.

6.3 Expected Physical and Technological Support Services
Tofurtherexploreavailabilityandaccesstophysicalandtechnologicalsupportservicesstudents
wereaskedtomentionatleastthreemajorservicestheyexpectedtobeprovidedfortheirstudies.
Amajority(90%)ofthemexpectedsupportservicesintheformoflearningmaterials(examples,
hardcopymodulesandpre-recordedvideos),facetofacelecturesandprovisionoftablets.Having
practicalsessionsanddemonstrationsinalaboratoryfeaturedasphysicalservicesexpectedbythe
nursingstudents.

Theparticipantsindicatedthatthelackofsuchexpectedserviceshaveaffectedtheirlearning
asthemajority(90%)ofstudentsarguedthattheyarenotabletoeasilycomprehendsomeofthe
onlinemodulesprovided.Thiscoupledwiththeabsenceoffacetofacesessionswithtutorsinstead
oflecturersdiminishedtheirsenseofbelongingstotheuniversity.Toenhancetheirlearningandfeel
somesenseofbelongingness,thestudentsrevealedthattheyhavecreatedWhatsAppgroupplatforms
andgroupdiscussionplatformswhichtheyfeltprovidedthemwiththesupporttheyneededintheir
studies.TheyalsoindicatedthattheSakaiLMSchatroomfacilityalsoaidedtheirlearningasthey
interactedanddiscussedissuesontheplatform.Additionally,theirownfacetofacegroupdiscussions
helpedthemtoclarifyandreviseconceptsandtheorieslearnt.Suchsupportservicesprovidedby
thestudentsexplainwhytherearefrequentinteractionswiththeircoursemates(seetable1).Also,it
reflectsanelementofpeerlearningandonlinecooperativelearningcoveredunderpersonalsupport
inZhouetal’s(2017)five-dimensionalmodel.

6.4 demographic Characteristics and determinacy of Support Service Accessed
Todeterminewhetherthereisarelationshipbetweenthesocio-demographicbackground(sex,age,
programmeandlevelofstudy)ofstudentsandsupportservicesaccessedtoascertainitssignificance,
weusedcross-tabulationanddidchi-squaretotestthesignificantrelationshipbetweenthedemographic
background(sex,age,programmeandlevelofstudy)ofstudentsandsupportservicesaccessed,the
findingsareshownintable2.

Table 2. Demographic characteristics and determinacy of support service accessed

Support Services Sex Age Prog. S. Lev. S.

Videoconferencing .000 .001 .000 .571

Teleconferencing .000 .000 .001 .886

Emailswithtutors .000 .002 .000 .015

Interactingwithcolleaguesonline .000 .000 .000 .004

Revision .000 .002 .000 .000

e-libraryresources .074 .001 .755

Onlinelearningtools .000 .100 .010 .009

Facetofacetutorials .000 .000 .001 .086

libraryservices/resources .000 .075 .007 .898

lecturehalls .000 .001 .000 .269

Writtenmaterials/modules .000 .010 .001 .370

ResidentialFacility .004 .327 .000 .995

N=103
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Thecomputedchi-squareresults(withap-value˂.05)inTable2showsthattherewasastrong
significantrelationship(withap-value˂.05)betweensexaswellastheprogrammeofstudywith
allthephysicalandtechnologicalsupportserviceslisted.Inthesamevein,therewasasignificant
relationshipbetweenageandallthelistedsupportservicesexceptinthecaseofaccessinge-libraryand
libraryresourceaswellasaresidentialfacilitywheretherewasnostatisticallysignificantrelationship.
Quiteinterestingly,asignificantrelationship(withap-value˃.05)existsbetweenthelevelofstudy
andinteractionwithcolleagues,revisionanduseofonlinetools.Theseresults,therefore,suggestthat
sex,ageandprogrammeofstudyplayasignificantroleintheusageofphysicalandtechnological
supportserviceslistedamongUGDEstudents.Inotherwords,thefindingsindicatethataccessing
thelistedsupportservicesisdeterminedbysexandageaswellastheprogrammeofstudy.

6.5 Frequency Use and Availability of Social Support Service
InexploringsocialsupportservicesaccessedandusedbyUGDEstudents,theresultsestablished
quitevariedviews.Theseviewsreflectintable3withdetailedexplanationsfollowing.

Itisclearfromtable3thatinteractionwithstudents’colleaguesisveryhigh(37.9%)whereas
students’interactionwithtutors,(40.8%)wasquitemoderate.Themoderateinteractionwithtutorsis
asaresultofinaccessibilityoftutorsbeyondthetutorialsessionsandthecontactnumbersandemail
addressesnotreadilyprovidedtothestudents.Thehighinteractionwithstudentsandtheircolleagues
isduetotheWhatsAppgroupplatformstheyhavecreatedallowingforthegroupdiscussionaswell
astheuseoftheSakaiLMSchatroomtooltoaidtheirlearning.

Itwasalsonotedthatthelackofaccessto[administrative]staffemailforanysupportservices
neededledtothelowinteraction(55.3%)asstudentsarguedthatsuchemailaddresseswerenotmade
availabletothem.Thefindingsalsoindicatedthattherewasnoneutilizationofcounsellingservices
(52.4%)whichcouldbeattributedtothelackofknowledgeofsuchservicesandstudentsmistrust
andunreadinesstosharetheirchallengeswiththirdpartieswhocouldcometotheiraidorfacilitate
theirdistancelearningjourney.

7. dISCUSSIoN oF FINdINGS

ThisstudywasaimedatidentifyingthekindofsupportprovidedforstudentsintheUGDEblended
environmentandtoestablishtheaccessibilityofsuchsupport.Findingsshowedthatthepredominant
supportserviceavailableandfrequentlyaccessedbyUGDEstudentsisfacetofacetutorials.The

Table 3. Frequency of use of social support service

Social Support services High Moderate Low Not at all

f (%) f (%) f (%) f (%)

Interactionswithtutors 8(7.8) 42(40.8) 36(35.0) 9(8.7)

Interactionswithstudents 39(37.9) 34(33.0) 18(17.5) 4(3.9)

Interactionswithstaff 4(3.9) 37(35.9) 44(42.7) 10(9.7)

Tutors’emailaddresses 23(22.3) 37(35.9) 30(29.1) 5(4.9)

Staffs’emailaddresses 2(1.9) 27(26.2) 57(55.3) 9(8.7)

Colleaguesemailaddresses 22(21.4) 29(28.2) 32(31.1) 12(11.7)

Contactnumbersforsupport 6(5.8) 27(26.2) 47(45.6) 13(12.6)

Informationdesk/callcentre 6(5.8) 40(38.8) 38(36.9) 11(10.7)

Counselingservices 1(1.0) 15(14.6) 54(52.4) 25(24.3

N = 103
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availabilityofthissupportserviceleadstooversubscriptionofface-to-facetutorialswhichisskewed
towardsthetraditionalsideofZhouetal’s(2017)five-dimensionallearningsupportmodel,which
isspecificallyenvironmental innature.Thestudyalsofoundthatmajorityof thestudents(90%)
expectedsupportservicesinthetraditionalform,thatisresourcesupportservicesuchaslearning
materials/modules,pre-recordedvideos,inadditiontoenvironmentalsupportintheformofface-to-
faceinteractionwithlecturersandprovisionofqualitytabletstoenablestudentstojointhevirtual
learningenvironment.Twothingspunoutbasedonthefindingssofar;theuniversityhasnotbeen
abletoorientthestudentsonthemoresophisticatedformsofdistanceeducationsupportserviceswith
regardstotheflippedclassroomhencestudentsarefixatedtothepredominantlytraditionalformsof
support.ThisprovidesapremisethatmakesZhouetal’s(2017)modelanindispensableandcritical
toolinplanningandofferingtherightkindofsupportforstudentsinablendedlandscape.

OnekeycomponentofZhouetal’s(2017)fivesupportservicedimensions,platformsupport
service,wasnoted tobeunavailableand inaccessibleforUGDEstudents.Thee-libraryservices
meanttobeanintegralcomponentoftheUGDEprogrammeasareflectionoftheICTDeployment
CommitteeReport(2014)inGhanawasabsent.Unfortunately,thiskeysupportservicecomponent
hasnotbeenfulfilledandmaylargelyowetopoorinternetinfrastructure,networkchallengesandthe
capital-intensivenatureofprovidingsuchmodernfacilitiesinadevelopingcountrylikeGhana.For
theDEblendedlearningmodeltobeeffectiveandimpactful,thereistheneedtoplanappropriately,
investinthesevitalsupportservices(platform)andmadeavailableandeasilyaccessibletostudents
(Gyamfi&Gyaase,2015).

Anotherfindingalsosuggestedthatstudents’interactionwithlecturersandtutorsonbothface-
to-faceandonlineenvironmentsisnotencouraging.Asaresult,studentswouldhavepreferredtheir
coursestobetutoredbythelecturersthemselvesinordertohavemorecontactwiththeselecturers.
Inessence,thekindofsupportadvocatedbyBridges(2008),GyamfiandGyaase(2015)aswellas
theteachingmethod,personalandenvironmentalsupportservicesadvocatedbyZhouetal’s.(2017)
modelisnotavailablefortheUGDEstudents.Theabsenceoftheseservicestendstomakethemost
UGDEstudents,feelsidelinedbecausetheyarenotabletoaccesssomanyfacilitiesthatmainstream
studentsaccessontheuniversitycampus.Itisthereforeimperativethatanyformofpedagogical
distanceisdealtwitheffectivelybyconnectingthesestudentswiththeirrespectivecourselecturers
byprovidingthemwiththenecessarysupportneededforaneffectiveflippedclassroomenvironment.
Suchprovisionwouldleadtocollaborativelearning,reflectingatruepictureofstudentsinvolvedin
theblendedlearningmode.

Furthermore,wefoundoutthatcollaborativelearninginthevirtuallearningenvironmentisnot
encouragingasinteractionsbetweencolleaguestudentsontheSakaiLMSisnothighandfrequent
(asrepresentedby37.9%oftheresponsesobtained).Althoughnotusedfrequently,thechatroomtool
ofSakaiLMSappearedtobeoneoftheplatformsthataidedstudents’learningastheyinteractwith
eachotheranddiscussissues.Inordertoaidtheirlearningandbemoreeffective,thestudentshave
createdWhatsAppgroupplatformsandsmallgroupdiscussionplatformswhichtheyfeelareadditional
environmentandteachingmethodsupportservices.Throughthefacetofacegroupdiscussions,they
areabletoclarifyandreviseconceptsandtheorieslearnt.Inthisway,thestudentshavefilledinthe
gapbybringingintoplacethesupportsystemsthatBridges(2008),GyamfiandGyaase(2015)and
Zhouetal.(2017)haveadvocatedfor.Irrespectiveofthestudents’agesandbackground,theybelong
tothecohortof21st-centurylearnersandhavegoneaheadtofillinthevoidthattheuniversityhas
notyetfilled.Throughsocialmediatools,theyareabletoconnectandsupportthemselvesintheir
studies.Thiskindofengagementbythestudentsresonatescallsbyresearcherstoincorporatemobile
learningtechnologiesandsocialmediatoolsintohighereducationlearning(Baytiyeh,2019;Kumar
&Nanda,2019).Thisisaclarioncallfortheuniversitytofulfilitsmandatefullybybalancingthe
kindofsupportprovidedforstudentsintheblendedlearningenvironment.

Thisstudyalsoestablishedthattherehavenotbeenadequatecounsellingsupportservices(i.e.
personnelsupport)extendedtoDEstudentswhomayhavepeculiarchallengessuchasstress,academic
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pressure, family andwork-related issues in the lightofundertakinganacademicprogrammeby
distance.Thissituationisgivenprominenceasthefindingofthisstudyestablishedthatcounselling
serviceswerelowlyratedwithmorethanhalf(52.4%)oftherespondentsneverhavingaccessto
counsellingserviceduringtheiratleastthreeyearsofstudiesthroughtheblendedlearningmode.
Althoughthiscouldbeattributedtotheinadequateknowledgeofstudentsonthecounsellingservices
renderedbytheUniversity,otherfactors,suchasmakingsuchserviceaccessible,thelocationofthe
counsellingcentres(mainUniversitycampus),mistrustofcounsellorsandstudent’sorientationto
counsellingcouldbesomeofthereasonswhytheydonotaccesscounsellingservices.Additionally,
thesestudentsgototheirrespectivestudycentresonweekendsandthecounsellingcentresoperate
duringtheweekdays,hence,theirunavailabilitytotheDEstudents.Consequently,ifstudentsareto
surviveintheblendedlearningenvironment,thetypologiesofstudentssupportsystemselements
inZhouetal’s.2017five-dimensionmodelmustbeequallyprovidedforallcalibreofstudentsin
highereducationinstitutions.Ontheotherside,studentsshouldaccessandtakefulladvantageofall
supportservicesavailabletolessentheirloadintheDEenvironment.

8. CoNCLUSIoN

TheoristssuchasBridges,Simpson,vanWykandZhouetal.haveadvocatedfortheprovisionof
studentsupportforlearners,especially,thoseintheonlineandblendeddomain.Consequently,the
UniversityofGhanarolledoutanambitiousplanin2014toensurethatthroughtheuseofICTtools,
thehybridorblendedmodesareadoptedforteachingandlearning.However,itwasestablishedin
thisstudythatmajorityoftheUGDEstudentssubscribetothetraditionalformsofsupportatthe
expenseoftheonlineequivalentsbyvirtueofthefactthatthetraditionalsupportsystemsarereadily
availableandareeasilyaccessibletothestudents.Basedontheinnovativenatureofstudents,those
inthisstudyhadresortedtosettingupWhatsAppgroupsandsmallgroupdiscussionsplatformsto
compensatefortheinteractionstheymissedfromtheirlecturersandtutors.Theenvironmentand
teachingmethodsupportservicescreatedhelpstudents toenhancetheir learningas theydiscuss
anddeliberateonissuesdifficulttounderstandontheirownfacilitatedcollaborativelearningand
bridgedthepedagogicaldistanceamongthem.Collaborativelearningasoneofthekeycomponents
ofblendedlearningneedstheinputandactiveparticipationoftutors,lecturersandstudents.Thereis,
therefore,nogainsayingthatinthedeliveryoflessons,tutorsandlecturersmustbeadequatelyskilled
tofacilitate/navigatethecooperativeonlinelearningenvironmentwithstudentsinanefficientmanner.
Thisassertionfindsitsrootsinthethreetypologiesofsupport(cognitiveoracademic,cognitiveskills
andnon-academic)establishedbySimpson.Ultimately,learningisaninteractiveprocessbetween
teachersandstudents.Theprocessshouldthereforenotendaftertheface-to-facesessionsforDE
studentstobelefttotheirfatewithoutrespondingtotheiremailsforclarificationandexpressionof
concerns.Inthisregard,tutorsneedtoberegularlyassessed,mentoredandtrainedtobeeffective
intheirdeliveryofonlinesupporttoDEstudents,forwithoutexpertise,blendedlearningmaynot
yieldtheexpectedoutcomes.

Of much importance also is the students’ inability to access counselling services in almost
theirentireyearsofstudyontheUGDEprogramme;asituationthatmightcompoundthestressand
difficultiestheyfaceasdistancestudents.Attentionshould,therefore,bepaidtothisunavailable
andunaccessiblesupportserviceas thefivedimensionsofsupportservicesoutlinedbyZhouet
al.aremutuallyinclusivetoenableblendedlearningprogrammestoassumeaholisticoutlook.An
omissionintheprovisionofonevitalsupportserviceisinimicaltoUGDEstudents’performance
andappreciationoftheblendedlearningmodeinacountrylikeGhanaasawhole.

Inanutshell,thisstudyhasexploredagreyareaintheGhanaiancontextasfarastheblended
learningenvironmentisconcerned.Manystudieshavedelvedintostudentsupportamongmainstream
andDEstudentsbutthisstudyhasventuredintosupportinablendedenvironmentmakinguseof
theoreticalmodelspecificallydevelopedforsuchenvironments.Basedonthefindingsfromthisstudy,
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werecommendthatallthesupportservicesthatareeithernotavailableorinaccessible,especially
thosethatskewtowardstechnology,shouldbeprovidedorleveragedinordertofullysupportstudents
insuchenvironmentstosucceed.Also,effortsshouldbemadetoorientbothstudents,lecturers,tutors
andadministrativestaffinsuchenvironmentstobefullyabreastwiththeexigenciesontheground
sotheywillacquirethefullunderstanding,necessaryskillsandtheattitudetomakesupportservices
availableandaccessibletostudents.Onalargerscale,policymakersshouldimplementpoliciesthat
will engender institutionsproviding learning in theblended environment to ensure theyprovide
andmakeaccessibleallformsofsupporttotheirstudents.Lastly,elementsofthefive-dimensional
learningsupportsystem,expoundedbyZhouetal.couldbeconsideredbyallstakeholdersinthe
blendedlearningenvironmentasholisticandrideonitsbacktoensureequityintheprovisionof
supportservicesforDEstudents.Allsaidanddone,thisstudyhassetthetoneforalongitudinal
studyonthephenomenonforaspecificcohortofDEstudents.Wealsorecommendafullqualitative
studywithdifferentstakeholderstodelvedeeperintothephenomenon.
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