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Supporting Mature Learners Studying at a Distance 

Orna Ryan and Linda Dowling 

Centre for Distance Learning, School of Business, University College Dublin 

 

This paper is based upon the experience of staff working on the Bachelor of Business Studies programme by 

distance learning at University College Dublin.  Orna Ryan is a Learning Support Officer/Personal Tutor 

and Linda Dowling is Associate Director, both at the Centre for Distance Learning, UCD School of 

Business, University College Dublin, Belfield, Dublin 4. 

 

 

Abstract: 

This paper will examine some of the key themes arising in the literature in respect of 

learner support and will present a case study highlighting how the features of 

effective learner support have been implemented on a non-traditional distance 

learning programme within a traditional University setting.  The innovative model of 

learner support has been designed and implemented at a programme-level and is 

founded upon the ‘centrality of the learner’ and seeks to reconcile the needs of the 

learners and the needs of the institution.  These supports have had a direct and 

positive impact on student learning, have fostered an environment where learners 

experience a strong sense of ‘connectedness’ to this distance learning programme 

and to the University itself and have been a significant factor in the continuing high 

satisfaction surveys of learners and in the high learner retention rates. 

 

In order to create and sustain an effective learning environment, the degree of 

learner support requires customisation to meet the needs of the particular group of 

learners.  Rowntree (1992) suggests that distance learners may need support of 

different kinds at different stages of a programme.  This paper will examine the 

particular types of support non-traditional learners may need in a variety of areas 

and at different stages of a programme.  Each element of learner support will be 

discussed in the context of a single framework which consolidates and unifies 

disparate aspects of student learning.   The paper will also address issues such as the 

centrality of the learner in learner support design, the models of learner support, the 

need for learner induction, to help learners become independent and self-directed 

and the importance of feedback as an ingredient in learner development. 
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Introduction 

In recent years, many ‘traditional’ Higher Education Institutes (HEI’s) have been 

seeking to increase the participation of ‘non-traditional’ learners.  In the context 

of this paper, ‘traditional’ institutions are those which mainly offer programmes 

on a full-time day basis for school leavers and ‘non-traditional’ learners are 

mature learners, returning to education on a part-time distance learning basis.  

Distance learning can generally be differentiated from other methods of teaching 

and learning by the idea that geographical distance separates the learner and 

teacher with materials and/or various technologies used to deliver these 

programmes (Smith, 2004).  Typically, a programme delivered by distance 

learning involves study wholly or mostly in isolation from tutors and other 

learners (Bell and Tight, 1993). 

 

The increase in the number of non-traditional learners calls for innovative and 

complementary academic and administrative support strategies designed to meet 

the unique needs of these learners.  Typically, learner support services within 

‘traditional’ institutions are provided by a diverse range of offices.  However, it 

can be argued that much of the support mature learners need can best be planned, 

designed and managed at a programme level. More specifically, it is 

recommended that emphasis be placed, firstly on identifying the programme 

design and delivery mode most suited to this particular kind of learner and, 

secondly on implementing learner support strategies at key stages throughout a 

programme.  Identification of these key stages and the needs of learners at each 

stage act as the starting points in designing learner support strategies. 

 

Where a non-traditional programme is being delivered in a traditional institution, 

tensions can often arise where attempts are made to put in place special 

arrangements to meet the academic and administrative needs of these learners.  

For example, part-time distance learners may require a longer semester to allow 

for adequate assimilation of course material.  They may also require flexibility in 

the scheduling of examinations, assignment submission deadlines and the 
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scheduling of a repeat examination sitting at an appropriate time which allows 

for the smooth management of course workload.  These needs can lead to some 

tension in the management of administrative processes and can conflict with an 

institution’s desire to standardise these processes in conjunction with its 

traditional day offerings.  

 

The aim of this paper is two-fold: firstly, it highlights some of the key debates in 

the literature surrounding non-traditional learner support and secondly, it 

presents a case study of how the features of effective learner support identified in 

the literature have been put in place by University College Dublin (UCD).  

 

A number of themes have been extracted from the literature including, the needs 

of adult learners, the importance of placing the learner at the heart of learner 

support design, models of learner support, the need for induction and learner 

integration, the need to help learners become independent and self-directed and 

finally, the need to implement a process of formative and summative feedback 

for learners.  The case study presented is of a distance learning programme 

established ten years ago and where the learner support system has become 

increasingly sophisticated over time. 

 

Needs of Adult Learners 

Returning to learning is acknowledged as an anxious time for most learners and 

appreciation of the characteristics of adult learners is integral to the development 

of learner support (Dowling, 2006).  Adult learners differ substantially from the 

more ‘traditional’ learner in a number of respects.  Firstly, they differ in how 

they perceive their learning and in what learning means to them (Saljo, 1982).  

There are also a number of acknowledged ways in which learning may be viewed 

by mature learners (Beaty et al, 1998).  It might be perceived as: increasing one’s 

knowledge; application; understanding; seeing something in a different way; or 

changing as a person.  
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Secondly, the principles of andragogy highlight some of the key differences in 

working with, and in designing programmes, for adult learners (Knowles, 

1984/1998; Noe, 2005).  Knowles’s contentions were based upon four central 

assumptions (Zemke and Zemke, 1995).  Firstly, adults tend to prefer self-

direction as they mature.  Secondly, they tend to learn best using experiential 

techniques which draw on the individual’s prior learning such as discussion or 

problem-solving.  Thirdly, adults are aware of specific learning needs generated 

by real-life events such as marriage, new job etc.  Finally, adults generally want 

to learn a skill or acquire knowledge that they can apply pragmatically to their 

immediate situation. 

 

Furthermore, the needs of adult learners and full-time, ‘traditional’ students 

differ with respect to study skills needs (Richardson, 1998). It has been suggested 

that older learners lack the recent experience of formal education and thus they 

may be out of the practice of learning and thus might be expected to encounter 

difficulties in effective studying and time management (Richardson, 1998). Adult 

learners can also use their academic learning to build on the strong foundation of 

experiential learning inherently demonstrated by many.   

 

The Centrality of the Learner in Designing a Model of Learner Support  

One way of conceptualising learner support and how systems might need to 

change to accommodate the needs of these learners is to acknowledge the 

learners as the starting point (Tait, 2000).  It follows, therefore, that educational 

institutions develop course design, teaching methods, assessment and the overall 

learning environment with the learner and their learning in mind. 

 

Before examining the dimensions of effective learner support, let us firstly 

consider the reasons for providing learner and learning support on distance 

learning programmes.  Reasons for providing a range of learner support services 

of different types, at different stages of a programme include the need to assist 

with learner recruitment, the need to maximise learner retention, provide for 
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learners’ demands for support, to help in overcoming learners’ feelings of 

isolation and the need to nurture learners who may not have participated in 

formal education for some time (Mills, 2003; Rowntree, 1992; Simpson, 2002).  

One of the perceived disadvantages of studying at a distance is the geographical 

distance between the learners and the institution and the isolation that can be felt 

by learners as a result.  Developing a sense of connectedness between the 

learners and the institution is a critical success factor for distance learning 

programmes (Dowling, 2006). This rapport can be developed through the 

establishment of a personal tutor system which provides a programme-level point 

of contact for all academic and administrative queries. 

 

The term ‘learner support’ can often be a vague one and may cover a myriad of 

academic, personal/emotional and administrative support.  In addition to face-to-

face support, it can also include support provided by letter, email or telephone.  

A distinction is sometimes made between learner support and student support, 

with the former referring to tutoring and the latter to administrative support 

(Mills, 2003: 103). This interesting dichotomy between academic and 

administrative support pervades many of the models of learner support and much 

of the literature on this topic. 

 

Biggs model (1999) of student learning outlined in Figure 1 below reinforces the 

concept of learner centrality and highlights the effect learner characteristics may 

have on learning. The model illustrates the impact not only of learner 

characteristics on the general learning environment but also suggests that the 

presage of the learner and learning context will invariably impact upon the 

process and product of learning.  Such an approach to learner support requires 

careful planning with the aim of ensuring that the model of support ‘fits’ the 

purpose for which it is intended.   
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Figure 1 – 3P Model of Student Learning 

 
    Presage          Process     Product 
 

CHARACTERISTICS OF 

THE STUDENT 

(e.g. previous experiences, 

current understanding) 

      

  STUDENTS’ 

PERCEPTIONS 
(e.g. good 

teaching, clear 

goals)  

 STUDENTS’ 

APPROACHES 

TO LEARNING 

(how they learn, 

e.g. surface/deep) 

 STUDENTS’ 

LEARNING 

OUTCOMES 
(what they learn 

quantity/quality) 

COURSE AND 

DEPARTMENTAL 

LEARNING CONTEXT 

(e.g. course design, teaching 

methods, assessment) 

      

                                                                                                                 (Biggs, 1999) 

 

Having considered the centrality of the learner and suggested the learner as the 

point of origin for the design of any model of learner support, this paper will now 

review the models of learner support suggested by current literature. 

 

Models of Learner Support 

The development of appropriate learner support systems for those studying at a 

distance, starting with enrolment, through to induction and beyond has drawn 

widespread attention in recent years and represents a fundamental ingredient in 

the success, or otherwise, of distance learning (Kenworthy, 2003, Sewart, 1993; 

Tait, 2000; Mills and Tait, 2003).  When designing the model of learner support, 

the type of learner and the blend of learning or mode of programme delivery act 

as the central starting points (Dowling, 2006).  Tait (1995) presents a framework 

for the planning and management of learner support which includes an 

examination of who learners are, what their needs are, how their needs can be 

met, how services will be managed, how much the services will cost and how the 

effectiveness of the support services will be evaluated. 

 

Furthermore, there is broad consensus in the literature in relation to the specific 

stages at which learner support is required.  Rowntree (1992) suggests that 
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distance learners may need support before, during and after their programme.  

This support, he suggests, might include deciding what learners wishes to learn, 

an assessment of their present experience and abilities, organising a study 

timetable, developing their study skills, learning from others on an informal 

basis, reflecting upon the relationship of the course content to their own 

experiences and seeking feedback on their progress.  Three particular themes are 

addressed throughout the literature - (i) induction and learner integration, (ii) 

helping learners become independent and self-directed and (iii) the importance of 

feedback as an ingredient in learner development - and these themes will be 

reviewed before outlining the broad classifications of learner support. 

 

(i) Induction and Learner Integration 

Successful induction can play a significant part in meeting the institution’s need 

for high learner retention rates and can also make the learning experience a much 

more satisfying one for participants.  Forrester et al (2005) have identified a 

number of components of good induction practice for distance learning 

programmes, including providing learners with opportunities for communication 

with one another, activities which providing support in the move to a distance 

learning environment, providing learners with relevant course information, 

identification of tutor support available, familiarisation with the programme and 

the institution, developing a sense of belonging with the institution and 

identification with personal tutors.   

 

(ii) Helping Learners Become Independent and Self-Directed 

Study and learning skills, particularly of those returning to formal education after 

an absence of a number of years, can often represent a source of considerable 

anxiety for learners.  It is recognised that learners need to be actively assisted and 

supported in developing their study, learning and writing competencies and to 

become independent learners as early as possible.  It is also in the interest of the 

institution to ensure that resources are invested in this area from the very early 

stages of a programme.  To ensure the effectiveness of learning skills modules, 

Thomas (1994) has purported that they need to be integrated across the course 
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structure or syllabus.  It is also acknowledged that any provision of learning 

skills development should assist learners in coping with the programme 

requirements at different stages.  

  

(iii) Feedback as a Key Ingredient in Learner Development 

Research suggests that ‘there is no single factor more critical than the feedback 

that open learners receive on their progress’ (Race, 1998: 124).  Feedback 

represents one element of learner support and what is key is the provision of 

individualised feedback to learners on coursework (Lentell, 2003; Sewart et al, 

1983; Smith, 2004).   

   

Overall, learner support can be categorised in two ways: (i) academic support 

and (ii) non-academic support (Mills, 2003; Rowntree, 1992; Simpson, 2002).  

Academic support includes, assisting learners with programme content and 

assessment, managing programme workload, assisting learners in developing 

appropriate learning competencies and helping learners become independent.  

Non-academic support includes, assistance with any personal difficulties learners 

may encounter, helping learners retain interest in their studies and providing 

assistance with their social integration into the institution and the programme.  

This taxonomy of learner support essentially describes the phrenological model 

of learner support which highlights the separation of the academic and non-

academic functions frequently reinforced in activity and discussion (Simpson, 

2002; Tait, 2000).  The phrenological model contains three ‘essential and 

interdependent’ functions.  Firstly, the cognitive function involves supporting 

and developing learning through the mediation of the standard and uniform 

elements of course materials and learning resources for individual learners.  

Secondly, the affective function involves providing an environment which 

supports learners, creates commitment and enhances self-esteem.  Finally, the 

systematic function involves establishing administrative processes and 

information management systems which are effective, transparent and learner 

friendly.  Similarly, Earwaker (1992) identifies three main elements of support – 
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pastoral (academic and personal well-being of learners), professional (central 

support services) and curriculum (faculty/course level support). 

 

In turning to the operational structure of learner support, it is recognised that 

responsibility for the provision of support tends to rest with disparate functional 

offices.  Stark and Warne (1999) suggest that due to the nature of distance 

learning, it is important that learners have one person they can contact, i.e. their 

‘anchor person’.  In practice, the model often adopted by HEI’s most closely 

matches that described by Maynard (2005) who puts forward the notion that 

learner support is generally provided in two ways: (i) at a central level in the 

institution (financial, emotional and physical needs) and (ii) at a faculty/school 

level in the institution (pastoral and academic support needs).  Dirr (1999) 

suggests that 84% of institutions organised learner support around functional 

areas, such as admissions and registration instead of a ‘one-stop-shop’ offering a 

complete range of support services. 

 

Drawing on the above pertinent themes (in the context of this study), the next 

section presents a case study of how the features of effective learner support 

identified in the paper have been successfully integrated into the model of learner 

support adopted by the Bachelor of Business Studies (BBS) distance learning 

programme at UCD.   

 

Case Study: Learner Support in the Bachelor of Business Studies, UCD 

 

The BBS is a distance learning programme delivered through a blend of home 

study and occasional weekend attendance on campus and was specially designed 

for part-time adult learners returning to education.  The programme was 

introduced in 1996 and was the School of Business’s first venture into distance 

learning.  Because of the highly non-traditional nature of the learner body – 

many had not completed secondary education and so were admitted on the basis 

of mature years - the provision of supports to help learners cope with the 

academic demands of third level education was a primary consideration in the 
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programme’s early design.  Special features of the programme’s structure were 

introduced including an eighteen-week semester - as against a twelve-week 

semester in the case of the School’s programmes – and Autumn repeat 

examinations (which were regarded as an essential safety-net for non-traditional 

learners where studies may be interrupted by the diverse life-events that can 

prevail upon learners of mature years).  

 

An early decision of the programme management was that programme office 

staff should be academically qualified to masters level in business so that, in 

addition to administrative duties, they could provide day-to-day academic advice 

to learners.  This decision was to prove a major influence on how the programme 

developed, and particularly in relation to learner supports.  Over the ten years 

that the programme has been in operation the model of learner support has been 

strengthened and improved so that, today, with a robust infrastructure of supports 

in place, the programme has acquired a strong reputation among its learners, 

within the School of Business and the wider University management.  In all 

evaluations of the programme, the quality of the learner support has been 

identified as the most significant factor in learner satisfaction. Another indicator 

of the effectiveness of the programme’s learner support is the relatively high 

learner retention rates for the programme – in 2005/06 a drop out rate of 5% was 

experienced across the programmes 280 participants; retention rates have varied 

over each full cycle of the programme, have never fallen below 60%, and have 

been as high as 75%. Particular features of the programme’s support model are 

examined below.  

 

Features of the BBS Learner Support Framework 

Five features have contributed to the high satisfaction ratings by learners and 

these features reflect the support provided at key stages throughout the 

programme. 
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(i) Day-to-Day Support 

A telephone/email/drop-in service, operated by personal tutors, is in place for 

dealing with all day-to-day academic and administrative queries.  Day-to-day 

counselling and advice is available on module content and assessment and this is 

further supported by the use of a managed learning environment (Blackboard).  

A same-day response policy is in operation for the processing of all queries. 

 

(ii) Feedback & Learner Progress 

Programme participants have tended to benefit from two types of written 

feedback on coursework, (i) individual feedback for each learner and (ii) general 

coursework feedback to a class outlining the main strengths and weaknesses of 

coursework submitted.  The timing of feedback has been found to be critical as 

feedback is provided in a timely manner allows learners make any necessary 

adjustments to their coursework approach. 

 

While weekly study organisers are prepared for learners, close monitoring of 

progress is also necessary to ensure steady study progress is made by learners.    

Examples of the learner contact instigated by the personal tutors includes – 

regular contact with learners at the start of each semester, following non-

submission of coursework, following a low result in coursework and prior to 

end-of-semester examinations.  The careful setting of coursework deadlines and 

the proactive management of learner workload at programme-level is also a key 

success factor when dealing with part-time learners. 

 

(iii) Study Skills Development 

Three formal accredited study skills modules are provided at the early stages of 

the programme.  Among the areas covered in these modules include, planning 

and organising study; learning from lectures; reading techniques; note-taking 

techniques; memory techniques; referencing guidelines; preparing for 

examinations; reflective learning; understanding learning; levels of learning; 

sourcing and evaluating literature; developing academic writing skills; how to 
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learn creatively and developing critical thinking skills.  The modules have been 

designed and are delivered and assessed by the personal tutors. In designing 

these modules, a critical decision was made to ensure that they were not 

delivered in isolation from other modules on the programme and that the type of 

assessment adopted was designed to allow learners develop the skills needed to 

satisfactorily complete the assessment for other modules.  For example, part of 

the assessment might require learners to draw up a one-page essay plan for 

another module or to draw up a concise set of notes for any course topic using a 

note-taking technique(s) suited to their individual learning style. Furthermore, 

the timing of the delivery of study skills is important to ensure that provision is 

made for progressive skills development at key stages of the programme, e.g. 

upon initial commencement of the programme, once a learner progresses from 

Stage 1 to Stages 2/3 and where a learner is required to undertake a new type of 

programme assessment not encountered previously.   

 

It has also been found that it is important to provide learners with an opportunity 

to reflect upon the development of their own study skills over the early stages of 

a programme.  Furthermore, it is useful to provide an opportunity for learners to 

learn from each other and to engage in discussions on the most effective study 

practices and techniques. These accredited learning skills modules have been 

very successful to-date and have allowed learners quickly develop the main 

learning competencies needed, develop confidence in their own study skills and 

to understand what is expected from them during the course of their studies. 

   

(iv) Induction and Learner Integration 

Initial induction is scheduled over a weekend prior to the official programme 

commencement date.  The purpose of this weekend is to ease the learners 

transition into formal education.  The weekend sessions include: what to expect 

from the programme, issues surrounding returning to education as a mature 

learner, an introduction to note-taking, reading and memory techniques, essay 

writing, the establishment of peer support networks with fellow learners and 

meetings with past programme participants and the sharing of experiences. 
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(v) Personal Tutors 

The personal tutor has been placed at the heart of the BBS model of learner 

support and he/she acts as the facilitator in meeting learner needs.  The personal 

tutor plays a dual role – not only is he/she the administrative manager of the 

programme, he/she is also responsible for the provision of academic support 

outside of the class weekends on campus.  This academic support is provided in 

consultation with and in line with the needs of the academic teaching staff on the 

programme.  The broad ranging and dual role of the personal tutor represents a 

deliberate strategy on the part of the University to ensure a coherent approach is 

taken to the management of the programme and its learner supports. 

 

This personal tutor system illustrates the success of a programme-level function 

which can also serve as a means of managing or reconciling the tensions that can 

inevitably arise where non-traditional learners ‘live’ in a traditional institution.  

The personal tutor can act as the intermediary between the learner and the 

institution and in helping to shape University policy on the provision of support 

for adult learners studying at a distance. The personal tutor system allows for the 

academic and administrative needs of learners to be served through one unifying 

medium which is managed at a programme-level and which also serves as the 

central interface between the learner and the institution.  Otherwise, there is a 

danger that the academic and administrative modes of support will become 

fragmented and disparate to the learner.  

 

The authors of this paper suggest that due to the success of the personal tutor 

system, that an additional dimension be added to Biggs model, i.e. that of a 

Personal Tutor who acts as a key intermediary between the learner and the 

institution, i.e. the course and departmental learning context. This additional 

orchestrating and intermediary role of the personal tutor is illustrated in Figure 2.  
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Reflections on the Case 

The model of learner support that has evolved around the BBS programme 

displays innovative and progressive features when benchmarked against the 

needs and interests of mature learners as highlighted in the literature.  It is also a 

case that provides clear illustration of many of the factors in the Biggs (1999) 

model that are influential in determining the success / effectiveness of student 

learning when applied to the mature learner studying at a distance.  But, perhaps, 

the case is most valuable for the way in which it highlights the importance of 

delegating a central and orchestrating role to the local programme office, and 

covering academic as well as administrative responsibilities, and in policy 

formulation. The single greatest achievement of the programme has been in 
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providing an effective ‘voice’ for the non-traditional learner body within a school 

that is predominantly geared to traditional full-time day learners.   

 

Conclusion 

This paper set out to present an overview of the key themes arising in the 

literature, including adult learners in the context of a traditional university, 

models of learner support and the centrality of the learner in a learner support 

framework.  The paper has proposed a framework of support founded upon the 

‘centrality of the learner’, which advances the debate beyond the traditional 

dichotomy in learner support between academic and non-academic functions.  It 

also suggests that the relationship between the learner and the 

course/departmental context may be more complex than originally envisaged by 

Biggs (1999) and that the need for an intermediary between the learner and the 

institution can be of significant benefit in ensuring that the needs of both are 

managed and indeed reconciled where necessary.  Biggs model sets out the 

factors that influence student learning and the case study presented outlined the 

features of a programme that reflect many benchmark qualities.   As a result, it is 

suggested that providers of non-traditional programmes examine ways of re-

engineering the range and nature of learner supports provided and, in particular, 

examine innovative ways to develop a coherent framework of learner supports 

tailored to the needs of the learners.   

 

While the UCD model put forward in this paper has been developed for a 

distance learning programme, there are many aspects of the model which are 

equally appropriate and transferable to more traditional programmes.  However, 

this case throws light on the dynamics that can facilitate, or impede, appropriate 

institutional responses to the needs of non-traditional learners and how 

institutions can translate student need into learner success. Regardless of the 

model adopted, it is suggested that success is more likely if the learner and their 

needs are viewed as the starting point and where the range of supports provided 

are managed in a coherent fashion by one programme-level function. 
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