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ABSTRACT 

	
Aims: The open distance learning (ODL) method is being widely used by educators in the 21st century with the advancement of modern technology. In the Sri Lankan context, ODL offers educational opportunities to learners regardless of their personal constraints or financial and geographical disturbances. In essence, conducting a research study on ODL is imperative since it helps to recognize the effectiveness of current teaching methods and technology. Identify challenges, improve program quality and present new strategies to enhance student engagement and academic success. While numerous research studies have been conducted globally on ODL, research in the Sri Lankan context is very limited. The main objective of this study is to identify the key factors that influence student participation rates in interactive learning sessions.
Study design: Descriptive research design was utilized to this study. 
Place and Duration of Study: We collected data throughout one month in the department of Early Childhood and Primary Education, Faculty of Education, The Open University of Sri Lanka. 
Methodology: A total of 96 students were selected from the Bachelor of Education (Hons.) in Primary Education – level 3 program, using the simple random sampling method. The mixed methodology was used. The data were analyzed through quantitative analysis (descriptive analysis) and qualitative analysis (content analysis methods. The online questionnaire was given to participants via mail.
Results: The findings reveal that the majority of students encounter family responsibilities which are considered as the significant barrier. In addition, work commitments, time management issues, health issues, travelling difficulties and financial issues are other obstacles to participation for interactive sessions respectively.
Conclusion: Recommendations are enhancing flexible scheduling, creating small group classes and implementing interesting teaching methods, implementing more dynamic teaching techniques, offering targeted support and initiating and strengthening practical ODL policies in the higher education system in Sri Lanka. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Interactive learning sessions have emerged as a significant educational strategy to enhance student active participation and nurture their cognitive development and critical and logical thinking. In essence, it promotes innovative and interactive teaching methods, self-learning, collaboration, and discussion sessions. Interactive learning is an educational approach that actively involves students in the learning process through hands-on activities, collaborative projects and technology enabled experiences. (What is interactive learning and why is it important?2024) ODL is increasingly being seen as an educational delivery model which is cost-effective without sacrificing quality and ODL has been accepted as a viable, cost-effective means of expanding provision without costly outlay in infrastructure.  (Pitvana,2009) ODL is the provision of distance education opportunities in ways that seek to mitigate or remove barriers to access, such as finances, prior learning, age, social, work or family commitments, disability, incarceration or other such barriers. ODL has the capacity to transform both what counts as learning and our relationship to the processes of learning. Vygotsky's theory is a good illustration of the effect that students’ independent learning benefits from the distance education, which in his theory refers to “We use consciousness to denote awareness of the activity of the mind—the consciousness of being conscious”. Achievement of learning goals through self- regulation. (Liu, 2024). Although there is a number of research globally investigating the factors that contribute to the limited participation of students in interactive sessions, very limited number of research has been conducted in Sri Lanka in this regard. The main objective of this is to investigate factors that affect limited number of student participation in interactive sessions in Bachelor of Education (Hons.) in Primary Education-Level 3 in the faculty of Education, OUSL
1.1 Background of Study
The Open University of Sri Lanka is one of the state universities in Sri Lanka which provides education through ODL for students. In ODL system, interactive learning sessions, namely day schools, workshops, tutorial classes and online workshops can be considered as an essential component. These facilities provide opportunities for students to further clarifications, promote peer collaboration for learning and enhance digital literacy for 21st Century. Ranasinghe and Jayasinghe (2025) pointed out that interactive sessions in OUSL are regularly conducted on regular basis, and these sessions generally continue for two to three hours. Also, the lecturers conduct group activities, blended learning activities, practical components and activities, digital resources with PowerPoint presentations in day schools.  Jahan et al (2012) have compared three Open Universities in South Asian region. They analysis ODL features in the open university in Sri Lanka, Indira Gandhi National Open University and Bangladesh open University.  They compared management and administrative in ODL, Evaluation System for Student Assessment, Instructional system and Educational Opportunity. Although the university offers such facilities to students, the students’ participation for academic programs is low. In essence, Bachelor of Education (Hons.) in Primary Education programme – Level 3 continuously reported very low student attendance in interactive learning sessions. In consequence, this situation impacts on overall quality of teacher education, degree completion student rates, student-teacher interaction practices and learning outcomes of the entire degree programme. The worst impact is that this situation might influence future school education. 
Therefore, investigating the factors that contribute to limited student participation in interactive sessions is necessary to strengthen teaching-learning practices and enhance student performance in the ODL context in Sri Lanka.
1.2 Rationale of the Study 
Limited student participation for interactive learning sessions is major challenge in Bachelor of Education (Hons.) in Primary Education programme- level 3 at the OUSL. These interactive learning sessions provide students with both theoretical and practical teaching skills as well as providing valuable opportunities for students to engage in student interactions. 
Despite the recognized importance of interactive sessions, the student participation in these sessions is very low. This attendance pattern can negatively impact on the overall quality of future teachers and degree programs. Especially, this study is timely very significant. It investigates and identifies the academic, technological, and personal factors that influence student attendance, and this study provides valuable insight to policy makers, instructors and course coordinators to enhance the quality of degree program, give solutions and introduce recommendations to mitigate limited student participation for interactive learning sessions. And also, this study will help to fill a gap in literature on attendance behavior and pattern in ODL environment. As a result, it will contribute broader and valuable discussion in relation to the ODL and enhance quality and effectiveness of distance education in Sri Lanka. 

2.Literature Review

2.1Interactive learning in Higher Education
 
Interactive learning is a hands-on approach to boost students' engagement and confidence. With new innovation, interactive learning enables students to reinforce critical thinking and problem-solving abilities in second language acquisition. In addition, interactive learning sessions can be considered as modern teaching approach that encourage active student participation instead of traditional teaching through hands-on activities, student collaboration as well as engagement. Also, this approach enhances student confidence and enhances student critical thinking, reasoning, problem solving skills by engaging in interactive learning activities. (Rusil et al., 2019).  The use of the interactive learning tools digitally native students can facilitate and enhance teaching and learning. (Hsu, 2011). When discussing student engaged activities in interactive learning sessions that Juraschka has put forward the global statics per sector in 2019. According to Juraschka that 74% of teachers have used digital game-based learning to enhance lessons.  Deloitte (2016) has reported that 54% of learners in United States use desktop computers for their studies. However, there are challenges remaining. One of the foremost barriers to adopting digital interactive learning in the classroom is the lack of adequate technology. This includes minimal access to laptop and desktop computers, tablets, and smartphones. (Bouchrika, 2025). This is major challenge to implementing digital interactive learning in the classrooms. Jonathan (2022) has accentuated the benefits of 
2.2 Interactive leaning sessions in ODL
In the ODL environment, interactive learning plays the predominant role. In essence, the Open University of Sri Lanka utilize ODL to provide their lesson deliveries. Interactive learning provides flexible learning; the students engage in multiple senses at once. That means they are able to watch, participate, listen, and read simultaneously, saving time, and tutors try to make interactive learning tools for lessons.  Distance learning is closely related to interactive learning sessions which are usually used in OUSL. There are several theories on distance learning. These theories of distance learning offer the theoretical foundation insights about interaction support for the learner’s success and future achievement. One of the core theories of distance education is Michael Graham Moore's "Theory of Transactional Distance" that provides the broad framework of the pedagogy of distance education and allows the generation of almost infinite number of hypotheses for research. (Giossos et al 2009). Moore (1993) has defined that distance education as "the universe of teacher-learner relationships that exist when learners and instructors are separated by space and/or by time.
2.3.Student Engagement in interactive learning sessions

Student engagement for interactive learning sessions is crucial for ODL. Pittaway (2012) has described that student engagement is emerging as a key focus in higher education, as engagement is increasingly understood as a prerequisite for effective learning. And also, Pittway has presented student engagement framework in 2012 which proposes five nonhierarchical elements: personal engagement, academic engagement, intellectual engagement, social engagement, and professional engagement. Personal engagement describes the extent to which students are emotionally involved in and committed to their learning. For example, it includes key components such as interest in learning, enthusiasm, self-confidence, and willingness to invest effort. Specifically, when students feel personally involved in a course, this means that they are motivated to participate in discussions, activities, and interactive sessions. Second one is academic engagement which refers to the focus on learners’ participation in academic activities and activities. Thus, students attend classes, complete assignments, prepare for assessments essential for academic activities, and actively participate in those learning activities. Through this, higher-level academic activities can lead to deeper learning and further lead to better academic performance for students. The third component is intellectual engagement. That is, intellectual engagement is the cognitive dimension of students’ learning. This includes students’ curiosity about learning, their critical thinking, their ability to analyze and understand something, reflection, and their willingness to challenge the ideas of others logically and scientifically. Here, intellectually engaged students actively participate in discussion sessions and develop their intellectual skills through the above interactive learning methods in interactive learning sessions. Fourth one is Social Participation. Social participation highlights the role of peer relationships and collaboration in student learning. This can be achieved through collaborative activities in the classroom. This can include group work, interacting with peers in the classroom, participating in discussions, and building learning communities. Social participation is particularly important in ODL and interactive sessions, where peer collaboration can be more motivating and influential in attendance. Professional engagement relates to how learning contributes to their current and future careers and professional identity. This helps students understand that course content is relevant to their jobs, skills development, or career advancement. Thus, it helps students choose careers that are appropriate for their abilities. He further emphasized the importance of that framework which is a recognition of the importance of conation as one of three faculties of the mind alongside cognition and affect. Xu et al (2023) suggested that a combined effort by students and institutions promote student engagement and bridge the distance between general competency tests and daily learning activities to enhance student engagement in interactive learning sessions. 

2.4 Factors affecting student attendance in interactive learning sessions. 
Student attendance is significant indicator of students participating in interactive learning sessions. Teaching issues (quality style and format), effects of university expectations and policy (mandating attendance awarding grades for attendance), scheduling issues, provision of materials online and the effects of individual factors impact on student attendance. (Moores et al 2019). In addition, teaching-related factors are the lecturer’s style the format of lesson delivery are main factors. These factors encourage student attendance so far. If a lesson delivery is unclear, monotonous they are less interested in engaging in sessions. They have suggested that adjustments be made to be aspects of degree delivery such as attendance policies and monitoring, timetable and style of teaching. Implications for policies on the recording of lectures, curriculum design and student term-time work should also be discussed in higher educational institutes. Furthermore, university expectations and policies are important. If a university makes attendance compulsory or award marks for attendance, it leads to increase attendance.  Personal factors like interest in subjects, student motivation, influence of peers and peer pressure, social life of students impact on the student’s attendance. (Kossatz, 2002; Morgan, 2001; Hubbard, 2007) The course related factors namely time of class, Difficult and complex material, perceived impact on examination performance, quality and style of teaching, availability of course notes and stage of years influence on student attendance related issues. (Kossatz, 2002; Hunter & Tetley, 1999; Van Blerkom, 2001; Devadoss & Foltz, 1996; Dolnicar, 2004; Brown, 2003) Thatcher et al (2007) have explained the investigation of second year psychology class exhibited an average absenteeism rate of between 35% and 60%. Escalaw and Mariefe. (2022) showed that When students work with their classmates in real-time or asynchronously, student engagement increases. Furthermore, it also improves student interaction, memory, and collaboration. In particular, interaction between their groups gives them more time to learn collaboratively. This encourages them to share their thoughts, ideas, and concepts with each other as they engage in collaborative reflective activities. The main idea of Anderson’s CoI Framework (2000) is although the CoI model is valuable for understanding online learning through its three overlapping key factors of cognitive, social, and instructional presence, it has several key conceptual, methodological, and practical limitations that affect its completeness and usefulness. In essence, teaching presence for interactive sessions, teacher motivation, feedback helps the instructor to design meaningful learning experiences. During the interactive sessions, if students actively communicate and work collaboratively with peers, it helps to build community and trust.  In the interactive learning sessions Therefore, problem-solving, conversations, questioning helps to enhance cognitive presence in the classroom. Anderson’s interaction equivalency theorem helps to strengthen student-teacher interactions, student-student interaction and student-content interactions in interactive learning sessions. 

2.5 Theoretical Foundation for interactive learning sessions in ODL environment. 
There are several educational theories that describe the nature of student engagement, participation and interactive learning environments in ODL. According to Vygotsky (1978) that learning is expanded and strengthened by peer interactions, applying scaffolding methods in teaching learning process, conversations in the classrooms. In ODL environment, the student participation can be increased for interactive learning sessions through peer interactions, collaborative works, scaffolding. In 1977, Alfred Bandura put forward Social Learning Theory. In his theory, learning occurs through imitation, observing other behaviors, engaging in social activities. Likewise, when students participate in social activities more and more, they observe peers’ active participation. In interactive learning sessions, student participation, confidence, and attendance can be enhanced through group activities, peer activities, and group discussions. Fedricks et al (2004) have presented Student engagement framework in school context. But the main three engagement components can be considered for attendance at university level. 
1. Behavioral engagement – student participation, student attendance
1. Emotional engagement - student interest in teaching learning process, enjoyment and student anxiety. 
1. Cognitive engagement – investment in learning
As per behavioral engagement, regular attendance, participation in discussions, questioning and asking, following discipline and classroom rules, group works in improving attendance. Emotional engagement refers to interest and enthusiasm in learning, enjoyment in interactive sessions, confidence, strong connection with lecturers and tutors, reduced fear and anxiety. These facts help to encourage student participation in interactive sessions. If students feel fear or anxiety, the students might not participate in interactive sessions. Cognitive engagement includes paying attention to the lessons, understanding concepts, enhancing problem solving and critical thinking, asking higher order questions, analyzing, solving complex and difficult tasks. Without cognitive engagement in lessons, a students do not truly participate in sessions even though they participated in session physically. 
The reviewed existing literature highlights a significant research gap. There is a deficiency of Sri Lankan research studies about the factors that affect to limited student participation in interactive learning sessions in ODL environment. 

Objectives:

In this study, there are two main objectives. These objectives are as follows. 

1. To identify the key factors influencing limited student participation in interactive learning sessions.
1. To explore the role of institutional support in fostering student’s engagement in interactive learning.

3. methodology 

The main research design is descriptive research design. A descriptive research design is the most suitable and powerful tool for this study because it allows us to systematically describe existing conditions, student experiences regarding interactive sessions, and students’ attendance patterns. In essence, it provides a detailed and clear, accurate picture of behavior and characteristics of the sample population or subject in a study. (Sirisilla, 2023) 96 students who enrolled in the Bachelor of Education (Hons.) in Primary Education-Level 3 participated in this survey. 96 students mean 10% of overall student’s population in  B.Ed. (Hons.) in Primary Education – level 3 program. The data was gathered, using a structured online survey consisting of open-ended questions. Simple random sampling methodology was used in this survey. The simple random sampling method ensures that every student should receive an equal chance of being selected. This random sampling method minimizes selection bias of the study. In our study this sampling method has given equal chance to all students who are studying B.Ed. (Hons.) in Primary Education – level 3 program.  Furthermore, the gathered data were analyzed through frequency distribution to recognized patterns in the participant’s responses and content analysis. The frequency analysis helps to recognize the patterns on student attendance, student perceptions about interactive sessions. Furthermore, the content analysis was selected as the main analysis method. This methodology was applied to analyze collected data through open-ended questionnaires. Content analysis method assists in identifying key themes and obtaining a deeper understanding of the participants’ insights and perceptions regarding factors affecting level 3 student participation. 

4. results and discussion



4.1. Student Motivation and Attitude



Figure 1: Student Motivation and Attitude

Figure 1 pie chart represents students’ attitudes toward the effectiveness of interactive learning sessions in engaging them. A total of 96 responses were recorded.57.9% responded “Yes”, indicating that the majority of the participants find interactive learning sessions engaging. This suggests that interactive strategies are effective in capturing student interest and enhancing motivation in the learning process.36.8% selected “Sometimes”, implying that while interactivity can be engaging, its effectiveness may depend on the context, the method used, or the subject matter. These students may require more consistent or improved forms of interactivity to stay fully engaged. 5.3% responded “No”, showing a minimal group that does not find interactive sessions engaging. This may be due to personal learning preferences, lack of familiarity with interactive methods, or issues with session delivery.

4.2 Main reasons for attending interactive sessions.
Figure 2: Main reasons for attending interactive sessions.
The bar chart illustrates the main reasons why students attend interactive learning sessions, with participants allowed to choose multiple responses. The majority of students (65.8%) reported that they attend to improve their understanding of the subject, highlighting that interactive sessions are valued for enhancing conceptual clarity and knowledge retention. Additionally, 52.6% cited assessment requirements as a motivating factor, indicating that many students are driven by academic obligations. Meanwhile, 36.8% expressed genuine interest in the subject as their reason for participation, reflecting intrinsic motivation among a significant portion of learners. Only 2.6% stated they attend simply out of a desire to gain information, suggesting that while curiosity plays a role, it is less influential than the need for comprehension and academic performance. Overall, the data suggests that both academic necessity and learning enhancement are key drivers for student participation in interactive sessions.



4.3 Institutional and Lecturer Support

Figure :3 Institutional and Lecturer Support

The pie chart illustrates students’ perceptions of institutional and lecturer support. A significant portion of respondents (42.1%) rated the support as very effective, indicating strong satisfaction with the guidance and resources provided. Meanwhile, 31.6% found it somewhat effective, suggesting that while many students benefit from the support offered, there is still room for improvement. 18.4% of students felt neutral, which could reflect inconsistent experiences or unmet expectations. Notably, a small but important segment (7.9%) viewed the support as ineffective, highlighting a need for targeted improvements. Overall, the data suggests that most students appreciate the current support systems, though efforts should be made to address the concerns of those who remain neutral or dissatisfied.

4.4 Types of support help to increase the students’ participation.


Figure :4 Type of support helps to increase the student’s participation
Figure 4 pie chart reveals that the majority of students (60.5%) believe more interactive teaching methods would significantly enhance their participation, indicating a strong preference for engaging and student-centered learning environments. This is followed by 18.4% who feel that more encouragement from lecturers would motivate them to participate more actively, emphasizing the importance of positive reinforcement and support from instructors. A smaller portion, 13.2%, suggests that smaller class sizes would improve their involvement, likely due to increased opportunities for individual attention. Lastly, 7.9% advocate for additional training in participation skills, indicating a need for skill development among a few students. Overall, the data underscores the importance of active, inclusive, and responsive teaching practices to foster higher levels of student engagement.



4.5 External factors that most impact students' participation


Figure 5: External factors impact on the student’s participation
The bar chart highlights several key factors that hinder student participation, with family responsibilities emerging as the most significant barrier, affecting 89.5% of respondents. This suggests that many students are balancing academic duties alongside caregiving or household roles, which may limit their engagement in interactive sessions. Work commitments are the second major obstacle, cited by 63.2%, reflecting the challenges faced by working students in managing time for academic activities. Health issues were noted by 23.7%, indicating a need for more supportive and flexible learning environments. Meanwhile, traveling difficulties and financial and travel issues were each mentioned by 2.6%, suggesting these are less common but still relevant concerns for a minority of students. These findings underscore the importance of offering flexible learning options, empathetic teaching approaches, and targeted support services to enhance student participation.

4.6Suggestions for Improvement 

Figure 6: Suggestions for Improvement for improving enhancing student participation for interactive sessions. 

Figure 6 pie chart reveals that the majority of participants would be encouraged to engage in interactive learning if session timings were more flexible (40%), followed by a preference for more engaging activities (30%) and improved technological support (25%). A smaller proportion emphasized the benefits of modern technology (2.4%), highlighting the convenience of studying from home and avoiding travel. Additionally, a minor yet significant concern (2.3%) was expressed by individuals who often bear the burden of group work alone, leading to frustration and disengagement. These insights suggest that while structural and technological enhancements are vital, attention must also be given to fair group dynamics and individualized participation strategies to foster more inclusive and motivating interactive learning experiences. 

5. Conclusion

The above findings clearly demonstrate that the majority of students find interactive learning sessions in the Bachelor of Education (Hons.) in Primary Education-Level 3 program to be engaging and beneficial, nevertheless several hindrances keep some students from fully engaging. In addition to these factors, key motivations, namely assessment needs and subject knowledge as well as intrinsic interest, also explain the further importance students attach to these sessions. Notwithstanding, the effectiveness of such learning strategies depends on a variety of factors, consists of individual circumstances, institutional support, and educational tactics. Work and family responsibilities were paramount external obstacles, however internal ones like a lack of drive or support also contributed. Although most students were appreciative of the institution's assistance, more needs to be done in areas like flexible scheduling, smaller class sizes, and interesting teaching methods. To increase student involvement, the study recommends implementing more dynamic teaching techniques, offering targeted support, and removing structural and logistical barriers. These findings can inform practice and policy in ODL settings to encourage more active and inclusive participation. 
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Student Motivation and attitude	
Yes	No	Sometimes	0.57899999999999996	5.2999999999999999E-2	0.57899999999999996	

Percentage	Interest in the subject	Requirement for assessments	To improve understanding	I come because I want to know information	0.36599999999999999	0.52600000000000002	0.65800000000000003	2.5999999999999999E-2	



Sales	
Vet effective	Somewhat effective 	Neutral	Ineffective	0.42099999999999999	0.316	0.184	7.9000000000000001E-2	

Type of support helps to increase the student's participation	
More interactive teaching methods	Smaller class size	additional training on participation skills	More encouragement from lecturer	0.60499999999999998	7.5999999999999998E-2	0.13200000000000001	0.184	

External factors impact on the student’s participation

Series 1	
Family Responsibilities	Work commitments	Health issues	Travelling Difficulities	Financial and travel issues	0.89500000000000002	0.24	0.23699999999999999	2.5999999999999999E-2	2.5999999999999999E-2	


Sales	
More engaging activities	Flexible session timings	Improves technological support	Use the modern technology to study from home and save the hassies of travelling, modernize	I am the one who does everything in all group activities so I am sick of it as I end updoing it	0.28899999999999998	0.39500000000000002	0.26300000000000001	2.3E-2	2.3E-2	

