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Abstract 
This paper presents a systematic literature review of open distance learning (ODL) research that reports empirical findings on the factors that contribute 
to students' attrition in the ODL setting. Several prior literature reviews identified self-regulated learning as one of the critical factors that may lead to 
students dropping out. However, there has been much less understanding of the factors and challenges faced by the students in ODL learning and 
delivery, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic years. To address this limitation, this study provides a step toward a better understanding of the 
critical factors contributing to dropout risk, particularly in the ODL environment.  
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1.0 Introduction 

1.1 ODL in higher education 
The aim of this study is to identify factor contributing student attrition in Open and distance learning (ODL). This is done through a 
systematic literature review of past papers relating to student attrition using ODL. Objectively, by identifying these factors, a conceptual 
framework can be created to better mitigate student attrition. ODL is defined as any formal or informal learning activity through the usage 
of information and communication technology to decrease distance, physically and mentally. This method provides flexibility for both 
students and instructors in terms of place and time. Before the COVID-19 Pandemic, ODL was not widely used. When the COVID-19 
pandemic hit Malaysia in 2020, the government issued a Movement Control Order (MCO); thus, Higher Education Institutions are required 
to implement ODL as students are only allowed to study from home.  

 Currently, in 2022 higher education institutions in Malaysia still use ODL as a primary teaching method for their students in post-
pandemic times (Shuhidan, et al., 2021). There's a variety of video conference platforms that are available to support ODL, such as Google 
Meet, Microsoft Team, Zooms, and Cisco Collaboration Solutions have become common household names among Malaysian students. 
Online video conferencing is a great tool as students can review past recorded videos for their revision (Jali et al., 2018). This also includes 
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some downsides such as poor connectivity, which can lead to bad audio-video quality, cost of devices, microphones, webcams, laptops, 
and phones (Saidi et al.,2021). 

A survey was given to students to examine students' attitudes toward ODL. If the current mode of study persists, this will provide insight 
into improving HEIs policymaking significantly (Syahruddin et al., 2021). Shabunina et al. (2021) stated that a high level of knowledge 
assimilation and preservation of students' emotional well-being through the adoption of modern teaching methods by adding interactive 
elements into learning courses. HEIs should take note of this finding to improve learning modules for ODL classes.  

 
 

2.0 Literature Review  
Several sources of information were gathered from academic databases in the years between 2010 to 2021 on the topic of ODL. 
Recent literature shows that in HEIs adapting to the global COVID-19 pandemic which has left no country unaffected (Syahruddin et 
al.,2021), the adoption of ODL allows the general population to maintain social distancing and stay protected while concurrently continuing 
their studies amid lockdowns (Qazi et al.,2021) Besides that, there has been no study that evaluates students' adoption of distance learning 
as an outcome of situational awareness and readiness by trusting information sources related to distance learning. Several implications 
from this study can provide practitioners and policymakers and future research works in preparing students' awareness and readiness 
during health emergencies (Qazi et al.,2021) ODL allows students to provide feedback on the current methods and devices used within 
ODL and explore their emotional well-being while experiencing learning from home. 
 
 

3.0 Methodology 
The process of the systematic review followed in this study is summarized in Figure 1. The review focused on the existing literature 
published between 2010 and 2021 until the time the search was completed (8th September 2021).  

The first step in the systematic review was keyword search. Five main academic databases were selected: ACM Digital Library, IEEE, 
SCOPUS, Science Direct, and Emerald Insight. A total of 80 papers were obtained by running the query: (("attrition" OR "dropout") AND 
("open distance learning" OR "ODL")).  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                            Fig. 1: Methodology used in the systematic literature review 

 

Systematic Literature Review 

 

Initial Search (8th September, 2021) 

 Step 1: Keyword search  
Keyword: (("attrition" OR "dropout") AND ("open distance learning" OR "ODL"))  
Inclusion 
Publication Date:  Published between 2007 and 2021  
Publication Type:  Article journal, chapters in the book. 
Language used:   English 
Exclusion 
Publication Date:  Published before 2005 
Publication Type:  PowerPoint presentations or abstract-only publications. 
Language used:   non-English 
ACM =19 Papers 
IEEE = 24 Papers 
SCOPUS = 6 Papers 
Science Direct = 29 Papers 
Emerald Insight = 2 Papers 

Result (5 Databases) = 80 Papers 
 

Step 3: Manually read through and exclude papers that do not report the empirical study 
Result = 29 Papers 

Step 2: 
Filter insufficient and irrelevant papers by screening paper titles, keywords, and abstracts to 
identify those that were describing ODL.  
 
Only papers related to ODL will be included.  
 
Papers that were not written in English and papers containing less than 3 pages (e.g., posters) 
will be excluded.  

Result = 43 Papers 
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The second step was carried out to filter insufficient and irrelevant papers by screening paper titles, keywords, and abstracts to identify 
those that were describing Student Dropouts and Attrition, Open and Distance Learning. Only papers on Student Attrition and Open 
Distance Learning. Papers that were not written in English and papers containing less than three pages (e.g., posters) were excluded. As 
a result, 43 papers were selected. 

Finally, the 43 papers were manually read through and excluded irrelevant papers that did not report any empirical data. Lastly, a total 
of 29 papers successfully passed all the inclusion criteria and were included in the final analysis. 

 

4.0 Findings & Discussions  
4.1 Technological factor 
Not all students from HEIs are tech-savvy, older students have expressed technophobia having to adapt to ODL, and these students 
struggle in attending online classes. Aside from that, some students don't have laptops or computers at home. They expressed dislike for 
using mobile devices to attend classes due to their small screens, which can affect the students' learning experience (Al-Mawee et al.,2021; 
Boling et al., 2012; Kusumastuti et al.,2017; Martinez et al.,2020; Phahlane & Kekwaletswe, 2013; Zainuddin et al,2012). 
 
4.2 Financial factor 
When the Movement Control Order (MCO) was implemented, only essential sectors of the economy were permitted to work, leaving many 
without a source of income. Even with the implementation of ODL, the cost of students' tuition fees did not change. Many dropped out 
because they could not afford tuition fees. Aside from that, ODL adds the cost of learning, such as web cameras, microphones, and internet 
subscription costs (Abdullah,2018; Abimbola et al.,2015; Markova et al.,2017; Tat et al.,2018; Van Der Merwe & Van Heerden,2013; 
Zuhairi et al.,2019). 
 
4.3 Environmental factor 
When ODL was implemented, the speed of their internet depended on where their homes are located, which means slower internet speeds 
in rural areas compared to urban areas, this slow/bad connection can affect students' learning process. Students with slow internet could 
watch the recording after class, but this will limit any questions asked by students. In the case of presentations, this could also affect the 
student's marks (Al-Harbi,2011; Kusumastuti et al., 2017; Martinez et al.,2020; Saidi et al.,2021; Son et al.,2020; Van Der Merwe & Van 
Heerden,2013; Zainuddin et al., 2012). 
 
4.4 Personal factor 
Students could contribute themselves to dropping out. When students first started ODL they were "culture" shocked and lacked preparation 
for the new learning mode. When students are at home, they are shown to have personal commitments and distractions, this can be caring 
for a family member, doing housework, and part-time jobs. ODL can reduce the interest in subjects taken by students due to the lack of 
personal connection between students and instructors. Many students have negative attitudes toward ODL because they prefer face-to-
face classes rather than staring at a computer screen (Phahlane & Kekwaletswe, 2013; Tat et al.,2018; Wu,2020; Zainuddin et al., 2012; 
Zuhairi et al., 2019). 
 
4.5 Communication factor 
When ODL started, all communication turned to either through the internet via discussion forums, online video conferences, or mobile 
devices. Students reported that there was a lack of interaction through an online discussion forum. Aside from that, lack of instructor 
availability is also a problem during ODL, where instructors are difficult to reach when students' have a question during off-class hours. 
During an online class, instructors have difficulty reading students' responses to a question for the reason of students' reluctance to turn 
on their webcams (Abdullah,2018; Abimbola et al.,2015; Al-Mawee et al., 2021; Boling et al., 2012; Markova et al.,2017; Sowan & 
Jenkins,2013; Van Cappelle et al, 2021). 
 
4.6 Emotional Factor 
When everyone is home, it causes a lack of connection with peers, all interactions in class are now replaced with a screen or text messages. 
This can create a sense of isolation when learning or doing group assignments. ODL can be difficult for instructors as well, emotional 
connection is important during a class. Instructors cannot engage the class if they cannot see students’ faces to gauge a response to a 
question (Abimbola et al.,2015; Markova et al.,2017; Shabunina et al., 2021). 
 
4.7 Self-regulation factor 
Studies have shown students can have some negative habits when they are at home. Low self-organization is a problem for a student, 
they tend to not study on their initiative. This is because of the reliance on instructors' guidance during face-to-face classes. One of the 
main problems of ODL is the difficulty of absorbing lessons during online class due to a variety of distractions, this includes; playing on 
phones and doing something else on the computer aside from focusing on what is being taught in class. Students cannot rely on instructors 
alone but must self-regulate themselves to learn. (Al-Harbi, 2011; Markova et al.,2017; Shabunina et al., 2021; Son et al., 2020; Tat et 
al.,2018; Van Cappelle et al,2021; Wu, 2020; Zainuddin et al., 2012). 
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Fig. 2: Conceptual framework of factors contributing to student attrition 
 

From the systematic literature review, a new conceptual framework as shown in Fig. 2 was developed to show the consolidated factors 
that can lead to student attrition. Arguably the most important factor of ODL is the student's self-regulation of studies this is because not 
all students can study on their own and require guidance from lecturers in face-to-face classes. Next, relating to communication factors 
lecturers/instructors also play an important role in maintaining the flow of information during and off classroom hours during ODL, because 
ODL impedes students from meeting lecturer/instructors physically after class if they have further questions. Finally, environmental factor, 
for ODL to operate smoothly, an internet connection is critical for both parties mentioned previously. Poor internet connection could disrupt 
the learning process, test-taking, and assignment submissions.  
 

Table 1. Papers in SLR 
Title of Paper Theme of Research Year of Study Country of 

Origin 

Transitioning From Face-to-Face to Blended and Full 
Online Learning Engineering Master’s Program 

Learning and organization changes 
experienced during the implementation 
of an online group. 

2017 Spain 

 
Assessing the Impact of Open and Distance Learning 
(ODL) in Enhancing the Status of Women in Lagos State 

 
Challenges faced by women in the ODL 
programme 

 
2015 

 
Nigeria 

 
Quality Issues of Online Distance Learning 
 
Supporting students to succeed in open and distance 
learning in the Open University of Sri Lanka and 
Universitas Terbuka Indonesia 
 
Student persistence in open and distance learning: 
success factors and challenges 
 
 
 
Ease of use and usefulness of webinars in an open 
distance learning environment: an activity theory 
perspective 

 
Challenges while learning at a distance 
 
Major challenges for open universities 
 
 
 
Success factors and challenges for 
students studying in an open and 
distance learning (ODL) mode and 
strategies for student persistence. 
 
Webinar as a collaborative tool in an 
Open Distance Learning environment 
 

 
2016 
 
2019 
 
 
 
2018 
 
 
 
 
2013 
 
 

 
Russia 
 
Indonesia 
 
 
 
Hong Kong 
 
 
 
 
South Africa 
 
 

Technological Factor 

Poor content design in Learning 
Management System 

Poor usage of online interactive 
tools by students and lecturers 

Poor system design makes online 
learning ineffective 

 
Financial Factor 

Lack of stable income 
Financial problems 
Lack of financial support 
Expensive tuition fees 
Additional learning cost 

 

Environmental Factor 

Bad internet connection 

Lack of support for learning at 
home 

 

Communication Factor  

Student lack interaction through 

online discussion forum 

 

Lack of instructor availability (hard 

to contact) 

 

Lack of communication from 

instructor  

 

Emotional Factor 

Lack of connection with peers 

Lack of connection between student 

and instructors 

Lack of emotional expression 

Feeling of isolation 

 
Self-Regulation Factor 

Lack of time management skills 
 
Students lack daily learning 
planning 
 
Lack of instructional support by 
instructors 
 
Low Self-Organization 

 

Student Attrition 
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An Analysis of the Effectiveness of Emergency Distance 
Learning under COVID-19 
 
 
 
The Role of Mobile Devices to Improve Student Learning 
Motivation on Distance Learning 
 
Exploring Malay Student's Commitment to Online 
Learning - A Case of Business Management Students 
 
Emotional Resilience of Students in the Context of 
Distance Learning 
 
 
 
 
 
MBTI personality type and other factors that relate to 
preference for online versus face-to-face instruction 
 
 
Contextualised framework for an inclusive learning 
management system in an open and distance learning 
environment 
 
Exploration of English Teaching Methods Based on 
Computer Corpus in Distance and Open Education 
Environment 
 
An Approach to Integrate Skills Development in Open 
Distance Learning (ODL) Environment: Part 2 
 
 
Open-distance electronic learning environments: 
Supervisors' views on usability 
 
 
An Integrated Best Practices Framework for Online 
Teaching, Research, and Community Engagement within 
an Open Distance Learning (ODL) context 
 
Evaluating Students' Preferences for Open and Distance 
Learning (ODL) Tools 
 
 
Use of online interactive tools in an open distance 
learning context: Health studies students' perspective 
 
 
Adaption of distance learning to continue the academic 
year amid COVID-19 lockdown. 
 
 
 
Students’ acceptance to distance learning during COVID -
19: the role of geographical areas among Indonesian 
sports science students 
 
 
Student's perspective on distance learning during COVID-
19 pandemic: A case study of Western Michigan 
University, United States 
 
 
An analysis of the reach and effectiveness of distance 
learning in India during school closures due to COVID-19 
 
 
 
The student experience of a collaborative e-learning 
university module 
 
 

 
Thorough and well-prepared preparation 
for a distance learning program is 
challenging to achieve in  
a pandemic setting. 
 
Students learning motivation by using 
mobile devices 
 
E-Learning advantages and 
disadvantages 
 
Psychological and pedagogical 
conditions of the educational 
environment that contribute to the 
formation and development of emotional 
resilience of students in emergency 
online learning 
 
How to create a better online classroom 
environment 
 
 
Difficulties in teaching undergraduate 
 
 
 
The use of interactive activities in 
English teaching in the distance and 
open education 
 
Barriers to learning that were  
experienced with traditional distance 
education 
 
Proposing usability guidelines 
specifically focused on the requirements 
for a learning management system. 
 
 
Designing an integrated online teaching 
framework for the university 
 
 
Shifting from face-to-face to an online 
mode of teaching. Open and Distance 
Learning 
 
Determine how the discussion forum as 
an online interactive tool be used in an 
ODL institution 
 
The use of distance learning in saving 
students' academic year amid COVID-19 
lockdown 
 
 
The perspectives of sports science 
students on factors affecting distance 
learning in the setting of Indonesian 
higher education institutions (HEIs) 
 
Revealing students’ perspectives and 
preferences on distance learning due to 
the dramatic change that happened in 
the education process. 
 
Measure the impact of responses to 
continuity of learning both to ensure 
more effective responses in the event of 
further disruptions 
 
To present a picture of the student 
experience of a collaborative e-learning 

 
2020 
 
 
 
 
2017 
 
 
2020 
 
 
2021 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2009 
 
 
 
2013 
 
 
 
2020 
 
 
 
2013 
 
 
 
2019 
 
 
 
 
2017 
 
 
 
2020 
 
 
 
2012 
 
 
 
2021 
 
 
 
 
2021 
 
 
 
 
2020 
 
 
 
 
2020 
 
 
 
 
2010 
 
 

 
Vietnam 
 
 
 
 
Indonesia 
 
 
Malaysia 
 
 
Russia 
 
 
 
 
 
 
USA 
 
 
 
South Africa 
 
 
 
China 
 
 
 
South Africa 
 
 
 
South Africa 
 
 
 
 
South Africa 
 
 
 
Malaysia 
 
 
 
South Africa 
 
 
 
Brunei 
Darussalam 
 
 
 
Indonesia 
 
 
 
 
USA 
 
 
 
 
India 
 
 
 
 
Italy 
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e-Learning in the Saudi tertiary education: Potential and 
challenges 
 
 
 
Procrastination, participation, and performance in online 
learning environments 
 
Cutting the distance in distance education: Perspectives 
on what promotes positive, online learning experiences 
 
 
Designing, delivering, and evaluating a distance learning 
nursing course responsive to students' needs. 
 
Attitude and Approaches of Faculty Members Regarding 
Formal Education and Distance Learning Programs 
 
From participation to dropout: Quantitative participation  
patterns in online 
university courses 
 

module in an asynchronous e-learning 
environment. 
 
Factors that influence e-learning in Saudi 
higher education 
through analyzing the perceptions and 
attitudes of Saudi university students 
 
Specific learner characteristics in the 
management of time 
 
Effective online learning environments by 
exploring, from both teacher and student 
perspectives 
 
Effective instructional strategies 
 
 
Attitudes of faculty members teaching 
online classes 
 
Types of online learners with different 
support needs 
 
 

 
 
2008 
 
 
 
 
2010 
 
 
2011 
 
 
 
2010 
 
 
2013 
 
 
2009 

 
 
Saudi Arabia 
 
 
 
 
Saudi Arabia 
 
 
USA 
 
 
 
USA 
 
 
Turkey 
 
 
Germany 

 
 

5.0 Conclusion & Recommendations 
Open and distance learning in the meantime is here to stay, it's important to prepare students for future events that require ODL as the 
primary mode of study. The field of online learning needs to be explored and expanded so that HEIs can reduce student attrition, 
teachers/lecturers can teach efficiently without requiring a classroom thus the student receive the same quality of education as were in 
their classes on campus.  

It is recommended that the conceptual framework is used to in a case study to test its validity on current student studying in ODL, with 
this a concrete framework can be created in helping HEIs in mitigating student attrition. The limitations of this study are:  

 Non-digital papers or books are not included in this SLR  that may provide information and data on the topic of ODL. 

 This SLR only include papers from the year 2005-2022.  
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