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Abstract 

Background: The implementation of an E-learning pedagogical model of education for Bachelor of Nursing Science students 

presents obstacles, including delayed assignment completion, insufficient class participation, low competency, and job loss. 

Objective: To explore nursing students’ challenges associated with open distance learning at the National University of Lesotho. 

Methodology: A quantitative cross-sectional survey design was used in this study. A structured questionnaire was used to collect 

data and was distributed to Participants online through google forms. The study was conducted for the period of three weeks in 

the month of May 2024. The data was analyzed descriptively using Statistical Package of Social Sciences. Results: A total of 58 

students responded, out of which 93% experienced challenges during open distance learning while 7% did not. About 81% of 

Participants struggled with technology, while 71% complained about unreliable internet and personal issues that affected their 

study during open distance learning. Furthermore, environmental factors interrupted communications among learners and 

instructors. Issues of unreliable internet, impaired interaction, insufficient built-in support, institutional organization and 

personal factors that affected open distance learning were revealed. Conclusion: The research findings provide insight on the 

need to efficiently implement open distance learning for nursing students. Challenges experienced by nursing students that 

affected their learning include struggling with technology, requiring built-in support systems, and the need to secure an internet 

connection during open distance learning. Furthermore, prior planning for open distance learning is necessary for proper 

organization and management of personal issues affecting open distance learning. 

Keywords 

Open Distance Learning, Nursing Students, Challenges, Obstacles, E-learning 

 

1. Introduction 

Open distance learning is described as a teaching and 

learning approach that offers open and flexible access to 

learning opportunities to anyone, anywhere, and at any time 

[1]. E-learning similarly, is an opportunity to learn without 

being restricted by either geographical or time constraints and 

and is reported to improve the quality of learning, increase 

engagement and enhance students’ motivation [2]. 

However, implementation of this pedagogical modal of 
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education for Bachelor of Nursing Science students is be-

lieved to impose challenges prompting delayed completion 

of assignments, inadequate class participation, low compe-

tency, and job loss. The researcher was interested in explor-

nursing students' challenges associated with open distance 

learning at the National University of Lesotho in order to 

improve efficiency of the program. 

During nursing students group work at the National Uni-

versity of Lesotho, one of the students’ team members raised 

a complaint of experiencing technical difficulties in adjusting 

to open distance learning mode which led to ineffective 

communication. “I don’t know how to navigate this applica-

tion,” said the student. This student further emphasized poor 

internet connectivity and lack of motivation as she feels iso-

lated. Surprisingly, other students confirmed the same com-

plaints which prompted the researchers’ interest in studying 

nursing students’ challenges associated with open distance 

learning at the National University of Lesotho. 

In many universities worldwide, open distance learning is 

increasingly becoming popular [3]. However, during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, students at a university in Malaysia 

indicated having faced challenges during open distance 

learning related to poor internet connection, lack of online 

educational resources, social distancing, and burnout from 

the workload of assignment [4]. 

Moreover, the study conducted in the United Arab Emir-

found lack of privacy, connection problems, and communi-

cation difficulties with instruction were challenges of 

e-learning [5]. Once again, Langegard et al. stated that lack 

of social interaction was the major challenge during the 

pedagogical transition from campus learning to distance 

learning using digital tools [6]. 

In Africa, the study conducted at the University of Na-

found practical components were not suitable for e-learning 

mode. There were issues relating to internet connectivity for 

student nurses, computer illiteracy, and limited skills for 

e-learning use. [7]. These findings had local, regional, and 

international implications in context that researcher needs to 

clarify in this study [7]. Once more, Ilonga, Ashipala, and 

Tomas reported late arrival of study materials, mostly when 

students get to the center of learning or when the year is al-

most gone [2]. In South Africa, more work needs to be done 

in Nursing education to address the challenges of adopting 

online learning preparations and safeguards [8]. 

Nyangu and Rathobei (2022) suggested that nursing stu-

dents complete and submit procedure file books with ade-

quate clinical skills training [9]. However, the study con-

ducted at one of the universities in Lesotho, though it was 

not focused on nursing students suggested that learners face 

various challenges resulting from personal-related factors, 

pedagogical factors and institutional factors [10]. Further-

more, Matee, Motlohi and Nkiwane stated that lack of re-

sources, clear instruction from the teaching staff and coordi-

nation (sic), internet connection issues and data expenses are 

stumbling blocks discouraging students engagement in virtu-

al collaborative learning [11]. The researcher was interested 

in exploring challenges that range from personal, employer, 

environmental and institutional for Bachelor of Nursing Sci-

ence students in order to rectify and promote efficacy during 

the pursuit of study. 

Concerning the impact of open distance learning on urban 

and rural areas, unstable internet connectivity and an unreli-

able power supply are challenges for students studying 

online in rural areas [12]. It is therefore, crucial to gain 

knowledge on the various challenges of open distance learn-

ing that affect both rural and urban areas for Bachelor of 

Nursing Science students at the National University of Le-

sotho in order to promote quality of learning and adopt this 

new system of learning. 

2. Materials and Methods 

2.1. Study Setting 

This study was conducted at the National University of 

Lesotho located in Roma, about 34 kilometers southeast of 

Maseru. The University offers seven faculties amongst which 

the Faculty of Health Sciences has Bachelor of Nursing Sci-

ence program studied through open distance learning mode 

in the Department of Nursing, where the study was conduct-

ed. 

National University of Lesotho introduced Bachelor of 

Nursing Science as open distance learning through Institute 

of Extra Mural Studies in 2021. Therefore, this sparked in-

terest into the researcher to explore nursing students’ chal-

lenges associated with open distance learning from 2021 to 

2023 at the National University of Lesotho. 

2.2. Study Design 

A quantitative, cross-sectional survey was conducted. It 

efficiently gathered data from a large sample of Bachelor of 

Nursing Science students across different locations, provid-

ing valuable insights into their challenges associated with 

open distance learning at the National University of Lesotho. 

2.3. Study Population 

The study population included all Bachelor of Nursing Sci-

ence students who studied through open distance learning at 

the National University of Lesotho. The target population was 

composed of nursing students in their final year of study. 

2.4. Sampling 

In this study, purposive sampling was used. The researcher 

used Sloin's formula to calculate sample size [13]. In this 

study, a sample size of 58 Bachelor of Nursing Science stu-

dents was achieved. 

The inclusion criteria in this study was as follows: Bache-
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lor of Nursing Science students who were in their final year 

of study and were willing and consented to participate. Ex-

clusion criteria included Bachelor of Nursing Science stu-

dents who were not willing to participate in the study. 

A pilot study was conducted on nurses at Tebellong Hos-

pital to assess the design issues, study feasibility, practicality, 

and resources before the main study commenced. The re-

searcher carefully studied planning, quality controls and im-

plementation strategies to increase internal validity. The re-

searcher ensured the credibility of the study with a confi-

dence level of 95% of the study sample and engaged in per-

sistent observation. The researcher used appropriate research 

methods. Standard procedures were followed. External fac-

tors that might create variations in study results were con-

trolled by the researcher, such as the sampling error pre-

vented by increasing sampling size to reduce the effect. 

2.5. Data Collection 

A structured online survey questionnaire consisting of 

closed-ended questions were developed using google forms. 

These questions were in English language and covered vari-

ous aspects related to the challenges faced by nursing stu-

dents in open distance learning, such as personal factors, 

socio-economic factors, environmental factors, technological 

factors and institutional factors. Merits of online surveys 

include; quick and user friendly, allow anonymous surveys, 

have variety of features and they are able to gather inputs 

from members efficiently. Furthermore, online surveys are 

cost effective. However, disadvantages of online survey in-

volve lack of key features like skip logic and question ran-

domization. 

Participants were recruited via the already existing class 

WhatsApp group and consent form sent through the same 

WhatsApp group. The researcher created another WhatsApp 

group for study participants where the survey link was dis-

tributed. The link was also sent to selected participants via 

email. Clear instructions on how to complete the survey was 

provided. A reasonable deadline for responses was set and 

communicated to Participants to ensure timely data collec-

tion. After obtaining informed consent from Participants, 

data was collected using google forms where Participants 

responded to questionnaires online. The data collected was 

kept in a confidential manner on a password-locked laptop of 

the researcher where only the researcher had access. 

2.6. Data Analysis 

Upon completion of data collection, the data was imported 

into Microsoft Excel and the researcher conducted the data 

cleaning process. The cleaned data was analyzed using Statis-

tical Package of Social Sciences (SPSS) version 25 and find-

ings were summarized using frequencies and percentages. 

2.7. Ethical Consideration 

Ethical clearance was obtained from the National Univer-

sity of Lesotho Faculty of Health Sciences Institutional Re-

view Board and the Ministry of Health of Lesotho Research 

and Ethics Committee (ID: 168-2024). 

3. Results 

The demographic information for Participants is presented 

in Table 1. Participants were mainly females (86%, n=50) 

compared to males (14%, n=8). Most Participants were 

within the age range of 31-40 years (66%, n=38). 

Table 1. Demographic information. 

Age groups Frequency Percentage 

20-30 13 22% 

31-40 38 66% 

41-50 7 12.1% 

Gender   

Males 8 14% 

Females 50 86% 

Employment status   

Employed 58 100% 

Unemployed 0 0% 

Educational status   

Undergraduate 0 0% 

Postgraduate 58 100% 

Table 2 shows the challenges associated with open dis-

tance learning. Ninety three percent (n=54) of participants 

were of the view that there were challenges they experienced 

when studying nursing through open distance learning. Also, 

86% of the participants indicated that nursing students faced 

challenges in an open distance learning environment. About 

half (51%, n=30) of the students were of the opinion that the 

open distance learning program for Bachelor of Nursing 

Science at NUL was not organized. Most participants indi-

cated having challenges such as personal issues that affected 

their studies (71%, n=41), an unreliable internet connection 

(71%, n=41), interaction between the instructor and other 

learners affected by social distancing (100%, n=58), and lack 

of built-in support for students who struggle with technology 

(81%, n= 47). 
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Table 2. Challenges associated with open and distance learning. 

 

YES / NO FREQUENCY PERCENTAGE 

Are there challenges you experienced when studying 

nursing through open distance learning? 

YES 54 93% 

NO 4 7% 

Is there built-in support for students who struggle with 

technology? 

YES 11 19% 

NO 47 81% 

Was your interaction between instructor and other 

learners affected by social distancing? 

YES 58 100% 

NO 0 0% 

Are you satisfied about studying nursing through open 

distance learning? 

YES 45 78% 

NO 13 22% 

Do NUL Nursing students face challenges towards 

open distance learning environment? 

YES 50 86% 

NO 8 14% 

Are there strategies that can be used to improve im-

plementation of open distance learning? 

YES 53 91% 

NO 5 9 

Is the learning environment conducive for open dis-

tance learning? 

Yes 35 60% 

No 23 40% 

Is internet connection reliable during open distance 

learning? 

Yes 17 29% 

No 41 71% 

Do you find support from your employer when pur-

suing Nursing through open distance learning 

Yes 33 57% 

No 25 43% 

Is the open distance learning program for Bachelor of 

Nursing Science organized at NUL? 

Yes 28 49% 

No 30 51% 

Are there personal issues that affect your study during 

open distance learning? 

Yes 41 71% 

No 17 29% 

 

4. Discussion 

The findings of this study have shed insight into nursing 

students’ challenges associated with open distance learning 

at NUL. The findings revealed challenges with built-in sup-

port for students who struggle with technology, interaction 

amongst learners and their instructor, challenges related to 

open distance learning environment, unreliability of internet 

connection, ODL program organization at NUL not being 

organized, and personal issues that affect study during open 

distance learning. 

Even though several studies have found open distance 

learning to rely on technological devices [14, 18], in this 

study, 81% of nursing students struggled with technology 

because there were no built-in support systems, even though 

19% indicated that there was built-in support for students 

who struggle with technology. Furthermore, 71% of partici-

pants affirmed that their internet connection was not reliable, 

while 29% reported reliable internet. Similarly, Ozkan et al. 

revealed that weak internet speed and frequent power cuts 

were the biggest barriers to distance education in rural areas 

[15]. 

The findings in this study revealed that 100% of partici-

pants indicated the interaction between instructors and other 

learners, including amongst peers, was affected by social 

distancing, which suggests that distance impacts communi-

cations and interactions in a virtual learning environment. 

Therefore, the issue of social distancing correlates with the 

Transactional Distance Theory in this study, which also sug-

gests that communication and interactions are affected by 

distance during open distance learning [16]. 

In this study, 86% of nursing students face challenges in 

an open distance learning environment. Conversely, Mojarad 

et al. (2023) indicated that a lack of necessary infrastructure 

for the implementation of open distance learning; hardware 

and software infrastructure affected e-learning based educa-
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tion [17]. However, 14% of students reported no challenges 

with an open distance learning environment. 

Furthermore, 60% of participants in this study indicated 

the learning environment to be conducive to open distance 

learning, compared to 40% of participants who reported no 

conducive learning environment. Moreover, 77% of students 

were satisfied to study nursing through open distance learn-

ing, while 23% of them showed dissatisfaction about learn-

ing the program through open distance learning. 

Additionally, 57% of students in this study reported hav-

ing support from employer when pursuing their studies 

through open distance learning, while 43% did not find sup-

port from their employer. Similarly, Tuner (2024) suggested 

that the conflict between the work schedule and the study 

schedule makes it difficult to attend classes or complete as-

signments [20]. 

This study revealed that 71% of students reported unre-

liable internet connections during open distance learning. 

Similarly, Nuuyoma, Lauliso and Chihururu (2022) sug-

gested that poor and lack of access to the internet hampers 

learning as students find it difficult to attend live sessions 

as well as the ability to download learning materials [7]. 

Also, internet connections are generally slow with the use 

of mobile phones [7]. Once more, lack of robust internet 

coverage has been found to be a major overarching issue 

that affected communication, students’ engagement, and 

preparedness for e-learning [5]. However, 29% of students 

in this study reported that the internet connection was relia-

ble during open distance learning. These findings provide 

insight into the role played by the internet in open distance 

learning. 

Association of African Union encourages institutions to be 

highly proactive in terms of teaching and learning tools, 

platforms and ICT program in place before implementation 

of online learning [19]. In this study, the issue of institutional 

organization for the BNS program at NUL has shown adja-

cent variations where 49% agreed that the institution was 

organized in offering the program while 51% disagreed 

about the organization of the program. Therefore, the find-

ings of this studyproves that ODL for nursing program at 

NUL was not well organized. 

Several studies have shown personal factors to have a sig-

nificant impact on the quality of open distance learning [20]. 

Similarly, about 71% of nursing students in this study re-

ported that personal issues affected them during their studies. 

A lesser percentage (29%) did not agree about personal is-

sues that affected study during open distance learning. 

The support from employers indicated by 57% of students 

in this study made it possible for them to manage their time 

efficiently. Like Trynia suggested, implementing effective 

time management strategies includes prioritizing tasks [21], 

setting study schedule can help students manage time more 

effectively. 

Limitations of the Study 

The study findings cannot be generalized to the entire 

ODL programmes in the country. 

Implications of the Study 

The study highlights that the BNS program at the NUL 

needs better organization ODL. This shows that educational 

institutions should ensure adequate planning and logistical 

assistance while shifting to ODL formats in order to improve 

program performance. Institutions should have built-in sup-

port services for students who struggle with technology. Im-

proving internet infrastructure and guaranteeing dependable 

connectivity are critical for equal access to education, partic-

ularly in rural areas. 

5. Conclusion 

This study provided information about challenges faced by 

nursing students that were associated with open distance 

learning at NUL, which involved, poor interaction, an unre-

liable internet connection, a lack of built-in support for 

technology, inadequate organization for open distance learn-

ing program, and personal issues that affected the open dis-

tance learning. However, some students were satisfied with 

studying nursing through open distance learning. 

The researchers investigated insight into equitable and 

sustainable open distance learning; how best open distance 

learning can be improved for the next generation. Based on 

the results of this study, the researchers recommend that the 

institution offer technical support and step-by-step training 

for students and facilitators on how to navigate through 

e-learning platforms. Students can be provided with training 

and support to develop technical skills to overcome issues of 

technology. Creating a personal schedule and maintaining an 

achievable balance between studies and other commitments 

can help overcome personal issues that may affect open dis-

tance learning. Moreover, maintaining open communication 

channels with facilitators can help with stress management 

during adaptation to open distance learning. 

Strengthening internet coverage so that it is reliable, se-

cure, and efficient for students to access online platforms 

without interruptions can help overcome connectivity prob-

lems. Planning prior to open distance learning should be 

done to avoid distractions during learning. Furthermore, de-

veloping an applicable environment for open distance learn-

ing can help to efficiently implement ODL. 

Abbreviations 

ANA American Nurses Association 

BNS Bachelor of Nursing Science 

CV Curriculum Vitae 

DL Distance Learning 

E-learning Electronic Learning 

IRB Institutional Review Board 

ICT Information Communication and Technology 

IT  Information Technology 

http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/her


Higher Education Research http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/her 

 

108 

NUL National University of Lesotho 

ODL  Open Distance Learning 

SN Student Nurse 

SPSS  Statistical Package of Social Sciences 

Acknowledgments 

This study was made successful by the help of NUL Insti-

tutional Review Board for the constructive insights to en-

hance the depth and quality of this study. Moreover, grati-

tude to the Ministry of Health which ensured protection to 

the Participants and offered go ahead of the study. Special 

thanks to the BNS ODL students at NUL IEMS campus for 

their time in participating in this study. 

Mr Themba Matoetoe, is highly appreciated for mentoring 

the investigator during the study and the support and en-

couragement. 

Author Contributions 

Thapelo John Letsae: Conceptualization, Data curation, 

Formal Analysis, Investigation, Methodology, Project ad-

ministration, Resources, Writing – original draft 

Bokang Amelia Mahlelehlele: Supervision, Validation, 

Visualization, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & 

editing 

Lineo Maja: Validation, Visualization, Writing – review 

& editing 

Letuka James Phiri: Validation, Visualization, Writing – 

review & editing 

Funding 

The study did not receive any funding. 

Data Availability Statement 

The data is available from the corresponding author upon 

reasonable request. 

Conflicts of Interest 

The authors declare no conflicts of interest. 

References 

[1] Samaraweera, A., Ranasinghe, M. and Mgnas, F., 2024. 

STUDENTS’DROPOUT IN OPEN AND DISTANCE 

LEARNING ENVIRONMENT: SYSTEMATIC LITERA-

TURE REVIEW. EDULEARN24 Proceedings, pp. 5561-5570. 

https://doi.org/10.21125/edulearn.2024.1347 

[2] Ilonga, A., Ashipala, D. O., Tomas, N. Challenges Experienced 

by Students Studying through Open and Distance Learning at a 

Higher Education Institution in Namibia: Implications for 

Strategic Planning. International Journal of Higher Education. 

2020, 9(4), 116-127. https://doi.org/10.5430/ijhe.v9n4p116 

[3] Fidalgo, P., Thormann, J., Kulyk, O., Lencastre, J. A. Students’ 

perceptions on distance education: A multinational study. 

International journal of educational Technology in Higher 

Education. 2020, 17(18), 1-18.  

https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-020-00194-2 

[4] Kamaludin, K., Sundarasen, S. COVID-19 and online distance 

learning in Malaysia: A blessing or a curse? Frontiers in 

Education. 2023, 8, 1062219.  

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1062219 

[5] Mukasa, J., Otim, M., Monaco, B., Al Marzouqi, A., Breitener, 

P., Jawahar, L. Nursing students’ perspectives and readiness to 

transition to e-learning during COVID-19 in the UAE: A 

cross-sectional study. Advances in Medical Education and 

Practice. 2021, 12, 1505-1512.  

https://doi.org/10.2147/AMEP.S335578 

[6] Langegård, U., Kiani, K., Nielsen, S. J., Svensson, P. A. 

Nursing students’ experiences of a pedagogical transition from 

campus learning to distance learning using digital tools. BMC 

nursing. 2021, 20(23), 1-10.  

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12912-021-00542-1 

[7] Nuuyoma, V., Lauliso, S. S., Chihururu, L. Perspectives of 

nursing students on challenges of e-learning during early 

stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. Curationis. 2023, 46(1), 

a2358. https://doi.org/10.4102/curationis.v46i1.2358 

[8] Molato, B. J., Sehularo, L. A. Recommendations for online 

learning challenges in nursing education during the COVID-19 

pandemic. Curationis. 2022 45(1), a2360.  

https://doi.org/10.4102/curationis.v45i1.2360 

[9] Nyangu, I., Rathobei, L. M. Clinical teaching and learning 

during COVID-19 as perceived by nursing students in Lesotho: 

A descriptive cross-sectional survey. Annals of Educational 

Research and Reviews. 2022, 10(1), 15-22.  

https://doi.org/10.51268/2736-1853-22.10.057 

[10] Makafane, D. T., Chere-Masopha, J. COVID-19 crisis: 

Challenges of online learning in one university in Lesotho. 

African Perspectives of Research in Teaching and Learning. 

2021, 5(1), 126-138. 

[11] Matee, G. L., Motlohi, N., Nkiwane, P. Emerging perspectives 

and challenges for virtual collaborative learning in an 

institution of higher education: a case of Lesotho. Interactive 

Technology and Smart Education. 2023, 20(1), 73-88.  

https://doi.org/10.1108/ITSE-06-2021-0110 

[12] Sengai, W., Mokhele, M. L., Makumane, M. A. Counting the 

costs: Exploring the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic in rural 

schools in Lesotho. Journal of Education (University of 

KwaZulu-Natal). 2022, (88), 35-52.  

https://doi.org/10.17159/2520-9868/i88a03 

[13] Williams, K., “Sample size calculator - Solvin's formular to 

calculate sample size for surveys”. Available from:  

https://surveysparrow.com/blog/sample-size-calculator/ 

[Accessed 27 July 2024]. 

http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/her


Higher Education Research http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/her 

 

109 

[14] Ab Latif, R., Ismail, W. I. Open and distance learning (ODL) 

during COVID-19: Challenges and obstacles among nursing 

students. International Journal of e-Learning and Higher 

Education. 2021, 16(1), 87-98. 

[15] Özkan, İ., Taylan, S., İlaslan, E. The experiences of nursing 

students towards distance education during the COVID-19 

pandemic. International e-Journal of Educational Studies. 

2021, 5(10), 106-117. https://doi.org/10.31458/iejes.942443 

[16] Wang, Victor CX, ed. Handbook of research on education and 

technology in a changing society. IGI Global; 2014. 

[17] Mojarad, F. A., Hesamzadeh, A., Yaghoubi, T. Exploring 

challenges and facilitators to E-learning based Education of 

nursing students during Covid-19 pandemic: a qualitative study. 

BMC nursing. 2023, 22(278).  

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12912-023-01430-6 

[18] Tuner, B., “Working whilst Studying- the benefits and 

challenges of distance learning”. Available from:  

https://www.lexology.com/library/detail.aspx?g=d74d32f5-6a

35-4f74-ad53-0c130e962e94 [Accessed 27 July 2024]. 

[19] Makuku, V., “AAU Talks: Online Teaching and Learning in 

Africa; Achievements, Challenges, and way forward”. 

Available from:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fUO-oMUgci4 [Accessed 

27 July 2024]. 

[20] Ndibalema, P. Constraints of transition to online distance 

learning in Higher Education Institutions during COVID-19 in 

developing countries: A systematic review. E-learning and 

digital media. 2022, 19(6), 595-618.  

https://doi.org/10.1177/20427530221107510 

[21] Trynia, K., 2020. “Best practices for distance learning to 

support students who learn and think differently”. Available 

from: 

https://www.commonsense.org/education/articles/4-best-practi

ces-for-distance-learning-to-support-students-who-learn-and-t

hink-differently [Accessed 12 September 2024]. 

Biography 

Bokang Amelia Mahlelehlele is a lecturer 

in the department of nursing, faculty of 

health sciences at the National University of 

Lesotho. She is teaching nursing care of 

adults with medical conditions (with its 

practical module), children with medical 

conditions (with its practical module) and 

pathophysiology. She is a PhD candidate at the University of 

South Africa. 

Research Field 

Bokang Amelia Mahlelehlele: Communicable and 

non-communicable diseases, nursing education and innovation, 

postgraduate supervision, adult health. 

Letuka James Phiri: Pandemics and outbreaks communicable 

and non-communicable diseases, primary healthcare, Community 

Health Models, Rehabilitation & Chronic Diseases, Innovations in 

Nursing Education and Practice. 

 

http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/her

