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Abstract

The provision of support services for students is an important component of distance education.
Evidence exists to suggest that there is a positive relationship between students' academic
performance and effective use of support systems. In the light of this, it isamatter of concern
that large numbers of students either choose not to make optimum use of some or al of these
services, or do not know how to use them effectively. Consequently it isimportant to understand
more about students' perceptions and use of support systems in order to maximise the
effectiveness of these to enhance students' performance.

In order to gain more understanding about the relationship between achievement and use of
support services, this paper compared a group of high achieving students’ knowledge about, use
of, and satisfaction with a range of student support services to those of a group of low achievers.
Responses to a questionnaire survey indicated that, apart from face-to-face sessions, use of other
services was low for both groups. A follow-up interview with a sample of the students explored
whether or not they perceived the support offered by these services was in fact useful in helping
them to address the problems that affected their achievement, or whether they turned to other
sources to address these problems.

The results suggested that for effective student support, related student characteristics such as
educational background should be taken into consideration. For students with higher educational
qualifications, time and motivation were identified as major problems that differentiated high from
low achievers. For students with lower qualifications, in addition to the above, anxiety about tests
and examinations and awareness of support services and seeking help for the anxiety were among
the major factors. Based on these findings, it is proposed to develop training programs that help
students to improve their study skills and time management. In addition, promoting the awareness
of available support services and strengthening the student counselling can be an important key for
enhancing students’ achievement.

I ntroduction

While flexibility of time, place and pace of study are desirable characteristics of distance and open
learning (DOL), the disadvantage is that it can often be difficult to prepare students adequately to
participate fully and effectively. Consequently, the provision of support services for studentsis an
important component of DOL. Support can refer to anything other than the actual course material
that an institution provides to its students (Croft 1991). At the Open University of Hong Kong
(OUHK), major support services include financial aid, student counselling, library services,
Internet services, face-to-face sessions such as tutorials, day schools and surgeries, support from
tutors through, for example, telephone contact, and study centres. Providing these services
imposes pressure on ingtitutional resources, so it is clearly critical to monitor their effectiveness.
Naturally, each support service has some unique characteristics and, in the process of monitoring,
it is necessary to understand its strength and weakness. One approach to doing thisisto
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understand how individual services might affect students, a measure of this effect being students
academic achievement.

An earlier study by Fan (1998) related students use of course-related support to their academic
performance based on the results of a mathematics foundation course. This paper considers both
general and course-related support on a much larger scale — not just the services but also support-
related issues. It aimsto identify patterns that can contribute to the development of general
guidelines for an effective support system. It will begin with an examination of the students
perceptions of the problems most likely to affect their course achievement, and will then consider
the students' perception and use of the support. The study reported here is part of amajor project
conducted at OUHK, in which the study habits and preferences of high and low achieving students
were compared with respect to a number of factors that, in addition to the use of support services,
included organisational strategies, self-perceptions, cognition, and the balancing of study with
other commitments (CRIDAL 1999).

M ethodol ogy

Data for the major project were collected by questionnaires completed by 712 students, and
follow-up telephone interviews with a sub-sample of 32. The sample was selected from students
ranked in the top 5 per cent (high achievers *HA’) and bottom 5 per cent (low achievers‘LA’) of
OUHK courses over four semesters ending from August 1996 to February 1998. Full details
about the methodol ogy, questionnaire and interview schedule have been reported by Chan et al.
(1999). The discussion presented here is based mainly on the questionnaire results. Chi-squared
tests for independence are performed when needed. The findings are considered significant or
strongly significant if they are statistically significant at 0.05 or 0.01 level respectively.

Sample

The aspect of the project to be reported in this paper focuses on what has been named an
“achievement-oriented approach’. That is, the analysis has differentiated students based on their
academic achievement, enabling afocus on two extreme groups for a larger contrast. Educational
background has been identified as a major factor affecting students' performance (Fan and Chan
1997), and is one of the major independent variables considered in the overall project. To avoid
confounding effects, students with different educational backgrounds are considered separately —
high education (HE) refers to students with matriculation standard or above, that is, normal entry
requirement for local conventional universities, and low education (LE) as those who completed
their former education before matriculation. The numbers of HE and LE students defined for the
project are given in Table 1. 1t was found that a strongly significant relationship between
educational background and academic performance existed.

Table 1: Number of students defined for the project

HA LA Tota

HE 1061 716 1777
LE 443 755 1198

Total 1504 1471 2975

This paper will focus on the LE and HE responses to the questionnaire survey. Students whose
educational background details were not available have been omitted. To facilitate discussion,
four subgroups are defined, namely, high education high-achiever (HE-HA), high education low-
achiever (HE-LA), low education high-achiever (LE-HA) and low education low-achiever (LE-
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LA). The number of studentsin the sasmpleisgivenin Table 2. It isnot surprising to see that HE
and HA students were more responsive to the questionnaire than their counterparts.

Table 2: Number of students considered in this paper
HA LA Totd
HE 310 142 452
LE 123 99 222
Total 433 241 674

[tems to investigate use of support services

Two of the questionnaire items were designed to elicit information about students use of support
services. Thefirst of these (Figure 1) was designed to identify the difficulties that students
perceived to have affected their course achievement. An extension of thisitem (discussed in detail
in Taplin et a 1999) measured the extent to which students sought help with these problems, and
from whom. The second item (Figure 2) was designed to measure their awareness and use of and
satisfaction with support services.

Figure 1. Item to identify students perceptions of problems affecting course achievement

| perceived the following to cause me difficulties with this course: A major A moderate Not
cause cause at al
a) study materials 5 4 3 2 1
b) volume of materialsto study 5 4 3 2 1
c) integration of studying and other responsibilities 5 4 3 2 1
d) my writing skills (in the language used in the course) 5 4 3 2 1
€) motivating myself 5 4 3 2 1
f) anxiety about tests and exams 5 4 3 2 1
g) finding timeto study 5 4 3 2 1
h) the need to spend alot of time with my family/friends/colleagues 5 4 3 2 1
i) my spouse/family becoming annoyed with the time | spent studying 5 4 3 2 1

Figure 2: Item to measure students’ awareness and use of and satisfaction with support services

While doing this course | was familiar with the use of the | knew about | used this This service
following OUHK student support services: this. service. was
(Please tick as many boxes as you need to.) satisfactory
for me.

Yes No Yes No Yes No
a) financia aid . . . . . .
b)  student counselling . . . . . .
c) library services . . . . . .
d) Internet services . . . . . .
e) faceto-face sessions (e.g. tutorials/day . . . . . .

school s/surgeries)

f)  tutor support such as telephone tutoring . . . . . .
g) study centre . . . . . .

Paper accepted for presentation at the 13" Annual Conference of the Asian Association of Open Universities, Beijing, 14™-17"
October, 1999.



Results

Understanding students’ difficulties and preferences with help-seeking

Table 3 givesthe overall level of difficulty and lists the top and bottom ranked causes of
difficulties. (Detailsaregivenin Table Al inthe Appendix.) Overall, the LA students rated more
problems dightly higher than the HA, but all of the mean ratings were close to 3, which
represented ‘a moderate cause’. All four subgroups considered ‘finding time to study’ and ‘ family
becoming annoyed’ to be the problems the most and least likely to have caused them difficulties.
The commonly least-rated problem implies that students generally obtained understanding and
acceptance from their families. For ‘finding time to study’, the difference between the HE-HA
and HE-LA was strongly significant. ‘Integrating study and other duties’ was the second-ranked
problem for all except the LE-LA group, who gave their second highest rating to ‘ need to spend a
lot of time with family and friends'. The third highest mean for both HE groups was ‘ volume of
study materials but for both LE groups it was * anxiety about tests and exams . Maotivation was
not considered as a major problem by students, but the differences between the ratings of HA and
LA for both HE and LE were strongly significant.

Table 3: Rankings and mean ratings for causes of difficulties

Cause of difficulties HE-HA HE-LA LE-HA LE-LA
Finding time to study 1 1 1 1
Integrating study & other duties 2 2 2

Volume of study materials 3 3

Anxiety about tests and exams 3 3
Need of time for family/friends 2
Family becoming annoyed 9 9 9 9

Overdl mean rating of difficulties 2.70 3.01 2.86 2.98

Consideration of the problems for which the students said they sought help has been discussed
fully in Taplin et a. (1999). However, it will be mentioned briefly here because it has some
important implications for the students use of support services. Some interesting disparities were
revealed (see Tables A2a—d in the Appendix), with the most help being sought for problems
relating to course content — even though this was not rated highly as one of their perceived
problems — and relatively little help sought for what was perceived to be the major problem,
finding time to study. While *anxiety about tests and exams was not perceived as a major
problem for the HE group, it was rated the second highest for which help was sought by all but
the LE-LA group. For the LE-LA group, this had the third highest rating as a problem, but only
the fifth highest rating for help-seeking. For the content and anxiety problems, the differencesin
mean help-seeking ratings between LE-HA and LE-LA were strongly significant.

Table 4 indicates the overal ranking of those from whom students sought help. The rankings for
all four groups were basically the same. About 55% of each of HE-HA, HE-LA and LE-LA and
45% of LE-HA did not seek help at al for their problems. The difference between the means of
the LE-HA and LE-LA was strongly significant, which suggests that student support was
particularly important for the LE-LA students. When students did seek help, afriend or family
member was the first choice and the tutor was their second choice. Their reluctance to seek help,
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and preference to seek it from friends and family members ahead of University personnel, should
be kept in mind when interpreting the students' use of OUHK support services.

Table 4. Help-seeking — ranked helpers

Helper HE-HA HE-LA LE-HA LE-LA
Did not seek help 1 1 1 1
Friend or family member 2 2 2 2
Tutor 3 3 3 3
Course co-ordinator 7 7 7 7

Students’ perception and use of support services

As mentioned earlier, this analysis considered both general and course-related services, with
students being asked whether or not they knew about, used and were satisfied with each service.
Table 5 summarises the average percentages of positive responses to these questions. (Details for
individual services are given in Tables A3a—c in the Appendix.)

Table 5: Overall level of awareness, use and satisfaction of support services

HE-HA  HE-LA LE-HA LE-LA

Knew about the services 82.5% 80.4% 83.2% 76.8%
Used the services 37.2% 35.0% 41.8% 34.2%
Were satisfied with the services 40.8% 40.4% 43.9% 37.4%

The level of awareness was high (around 80% for the two HE groups and LE-HA), with that of
LE-LA being dlightly lower (76.8%). However, there were still about 20% of students not aware
of the services. Slightly more than one third of students had used the services and they were
generally satisfied with them. On all three dimensions, namely ‘knew about’, ‘used’ and ‘were
satisfied with’, the percentages of HA students were generally higher than LA. The differences
between the two subgroups of HE were al insignificant. On the other hand, the differences
between LE-HA and LE-LA were all strongly significant. Among those who knew about the
services, the difference of usage between LE-HA and LE-LA was just marginally significant. This
result suggests that awareness of the available support services could be a mgor factor that
differentiated HA students from LA, among the LE group in particular.

For individual services, the relative levels of the four subgroups on each of the three dimensions
were similar, that is, levels of HA were generally higher than LA and the differences between LE-
HA and LE-LA were the largest. The most well-known services, of which more than 80% of
students in each group were aware, were financial aid, library, face-to-face and general tutor
support. Student counselling was the least known, selected by 60% or less of each group. Itis
not surprising that the students used the services about which they knew the most — or perhaps,
conversely, had got to know about them because of their need to use them — face-to-face (used by
more than 80% of HA students and 70% of LA), library (more than 60% and 50% respectively)
and general tutor support (more than 50% and 40% respectively). Again, student counselling was
the least used, by less than 11% of each group. Financia aid was aso little used, by less than 14%
of each group. Thisis consistent with the finding that relatively few students sought help for
personal problems like lack of time and anxiety and that, when they did, they tended to seek it
from family or friends rather than University personnel. When students were asked to indicate
which services they found satisfactory, more than 70% of the HA groups selected face-to-face,
although only 64.8% of the HE-LA and 59.6% of the LE-LA said they found this to be
satisfactory. Library and general tutor support were the second and third most frequently
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identified as satisfactory. Across al groups, less than 30% of students reported satisfaction with
financial aid and student counselling. The largest differences between HA and LA were observed
for face-to-face and general tutor support — for LE students, the differences in both usage and
satisfaction between HA and LA were strongly significant; for HE, only the difference for face-to-
face was significant. This result suggests that the use of tutor support services could be another
factor that differentiated HA from LA, for LE in particular.

Discussion and Implications

The evidence provided in this study showed that support services could have a potentially positive
effect on students academic achievement. Observations for HE and LE appeared to be very
different. Therefore, if support isto be optimally effective, it is necessary to take into
consideration related student characteristics such as educational background. In making
recommendations about how to maximise the effectiveness of support services, it is also necessary
to be aware of the problems that students perceive to be significant for them.

The highest-rated problems for the HE students were all time-related and the significant difference
between HE-HA and HE-LA in finding time suggests that time-related problems could be the
major issue that differentiated the two groups. It isnot surprising to see that finding time was
identified as a prominent problem, asit has been a*well-known’ problem encountered by part-
time students (Bourner and Race 1995). The results pointed to the fact that no matter how well a
student performed, time was always a problem. This might suggest that the problem was partially
psychological. In actual fact, the survey results indicated that time spent in studying might have
some effect on achievement, since LA students generally spent less time than HA in study. For
example, LE-LA spent amost two hours per week or 20% less time in studying than LE-HA.
Student support services cannot increase study time, but may be able to influence a similar effect
on achievement by improving the efficiency of students study. For instance, support in the form
of atraining program for time management and effective DOL study may help to enhance
students’ performance. This suggestion certainly warrants further investigation.

The ranked lists of difficulties also showed that HE and LE students had different concerns.
Specifically, LE students rated anxiety about tests and exams highly as a problem. The anxiety
could relate to their academic ability, but it clearly involved non-physical aspects such as
confidence and sense of uncertainty. Motivation was also identified as a major difference between
HA and LA of both HE and LE. None of the subgroups considered content of study materialsto
be amajor problem, yet this was the most frequent problem for which students said they sought
help. This, at least, reflected that students generally believed content-related problems to be
solvable. The problem for which students sought help the least was finding time to study, which
they appear to have accepted as unsolvable. Animplication for the effective development of
support services is the need to make clear to students how support services can address not only
the problems they regard as ‘ solvable’ but also those they regard as ‘ unsolvable', as this might
directly relate to the difference in the usage of face-to-face support.

While students tended to ask University professionals (mainly tutors) for help with academic
problems, for personal problems, they tended to rely on their family or friends. However, for
some persona problems such as anxiety about tests and exams, afamily member or friend might
not have the necessary understanding and expertise to be able to offer appropriate advice. In such
cases, student counselling may serve the purpose better (Hayes 1996), as long as they can obtain
appropriate counselling for their particular needs. The results of this study reveal two problems.
Some students, particularly LE-LA, preferred to try to find their own solutions to their anxiety
problems than to seek help. This does not appear to be caused by unwillingness to seek help since,
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as reported by Taplin et a. (1999), the majority of students said they thought help-seeking is an
acceptable stretegy. Instead, as the results suggest, many students ssmply were not aware of the
existence of student counselling services. Thisimpliesthat it is necessary to promote students
awareness of it and encourage students in need to use it

Finally, the above discussion focused on mgjor problems identified by students. Aswell as
considering the problems they rated highly, one should aso be aware of those that they did not
consider to be serious. For instance, none of the subgroups considered content of study materials
to be amajor problem. Thiswas understandable for HE students, but for LE students it might be
guestionable. Since this was the problem that the most students sought help for, it might be that
most content-related problems were solved and therefore became insignificant. However, the
guestionnaire results suggested that this might not be the case, for LE students in particular, and
therefore a more fundamental question would be whether students really realise their problems.
Student support should also assist students identifying their problems and encourage them to find
out a solution actively.

Appendix
Table Al: Students' level of difficulties*
Cause of difficulties HE-HA HE-LA LE-HA LE-LA
Contents of study materials 2.49 2.57 242 2.61
Volume of study materials 2.83 3.16 2.94 3.02
Integrating study & other duties 3.09 3.27 3.12 3.10
Writing skills 2.36 2.62 2.68 2.82
Motivation 2.56 311 2.71 3.03
Anxiety about tests and exams 2.80 3.14 3.07 311
Finding time to study 3.29 3.77 3.50 3.49
Need of time for family/friends 2.75 3.16 2.99 3.15
Family becoming annoyed 2.16 2.33 2.28 251

* 5= most significant, 1 = least significant
Table A2a: Help-seeking of HE-HA

Helper* I [ 1 Vv vV VI VI
Cause of difficulties % of students
Contents of study materials 268 74 565 123 323 194 184
Volume of study materials 56.1 42 265 42 174 68 116
Integrating study & other 548 10 132 90 123 177 52
duties
Writing skills 59.4 0 110 68 65 174 52
Motivation 62.9 0O 19 55 106 271 35
Anxiety about tests and exams 484 23 142 58 235 252 123
Finding time to study 70.0 0 16 39 45 226 10
Need of time for family/friends 56.8 0O 03 39 26 387 13
* | = did not seek help, Il = course co-ordinator, |11 = tutor, IV = work colleague,V = student in the same

course, VI = friend or family member, VII = former student
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Table A2b: Help-seeking of HE-LA

Helper* | Il 1l A% vV VI VI
Cause of difficulties % of students
Contents of study materials 254 63 472 106 310 183 254
Volume of study materials 535 42 197 56 183 85 148
Integrating study & other duties 535 35 134 99 113 183 11.3
Writing skills 577 07 134 42 92 176 85
Motivation 585 07 21 63 85 289 56
Anxiety about testsand exans 444 21 148 21 239 225 148
Finding time to study 70.4 0O 14 85 42 183 35
Need of timefor family/friends  60.6 0.7 0O 28 07 338 0.7

* refer to Table A2a
Table A2c: Help-seeking of LE-HA

Helper* | Il 1l A% vV VI VI
Cause of difficulties % of students
Contents of study materials 138 89 593 163 431 276 220
Volume of study materials 415 41 285 73 309 130 106
Integrating study & other duties 488 33 21.1 138 154 211 89
Writing skills 463 16 171 122 106 341 89
Motivation 57.7 0 49 57 122 309 49
Anxiety about testsandexams  40.7 16 179 49 260 309 138
Finding time to study 63.4 0O 08 59 81 252 41
Need of time for family/friends  49.6 0O 08 73 33 447 08

* refer to Table A2a
Table A2d: Help-seeking of LE-LA

Helper* | Il 1l A% vV VI VI
Cause of difficulties % of students
Contents of study materials 293 91 495 111 232 131 182
Volume of study materials 475 20 333 30 152 71 111
Integrating study & other duties 475 51 141 91 141 182 7.1
Writing skills 566 4.0 152 131 71 212 51
Motivation 64.6 0 20 51 61 293 30
Anxiety about testsandexams  60.6 4.0 11.1 4.0 141 192 40
Finding time to study 758 20 20 40 30 172 10
Need of timefor family/friends 616 1.0 10 30 40 343 10

* refer to Table A2a
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Table A3a: Students' awareness of support services

Knew about this service HE-HA HE-LA LE-HA LE-LA
Financid aid 90.0% 83.8% 90.2% 82.8%
Student counselling 61.3% 57.7% 56.9% 53.5%
Library services 92.3% 90.1% 93.5% 86.9%
Internet services 76.1% 78.9% 78.0% 75.8%
Face-to-face sessions 88.1% 84.5% 91.1% 80.8%
General tutor support 91.0% 90.8% 91.9% 89.9%
Study centre 79.0% 76.8% 80.5% 67.7%
Table A3b: Students' usage of support services
Used this service HE-HA HE-LA LE-HA LE-LA
Financid aid 11.9% 9.9% 13.8% 12.1%
Student counselling 5.5% 7.7% 11.4% 10.1%
Library services 61.0% 59.2% 69.1% 59.6%
Internet services 23.9% 24.6% 22.8% 25.3%
Face-to-face sessions 88.1% 76.1% 87.8% 72.7%
General tutor support 50.6% 47.2% 61.8% 44.4%
Study centre 19.4% 20.4% 26.0% 15.2%
Table A3c: Students' satisfaction with support services
Satisfied with this service HE-HA HE-LA LE-HA LE-LA
Financia aid 27.7% 24.6% 26.0% 21.2%
Student counselling 21.9% 21.1% 26.0% 24.2%
Library services 58.1% 57.7% 61.0% 58.6%
Internet services 31.0% 31.0% 26.0% 36.4%
Face-to-face sessions 74.5% 64.8% 79.7% 59.6%
General tutor support 45.2% 47.9% 55.3% 36.4%
Study centre 27.4% 35.9% 33.3% 25.3%
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