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Abstract 

This study aims to evaluate the use of ODL in Egypt, as a tool 

for expanding access to Higher Education (HE). This review 

aims at are seeking to discuss and understand the rationales’ and 

the methods that many developing countries have used to 

implement open and distance learning as a sub-system to expand 

the access of enrolling in their university degree systems. This 

review seeks to know the challenges and difficulties that many 

developing countries are facing to provide their people with 

more opportunities to participate in university degree 

programmes. Furthermore, the review seeks to analyse and 

understand the why open and distance learning has been 

suggested as one of the possible solutions for developing 

countries to expand their HE system to accommodate the 

additional numbers of pebble who want to enrol in university 

degree programmes. It is also important, to review the various 

terms and concepts related to this field of study (ODL).  
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1. Introduction: 

As this study is a part of my PhD thesis, titled “Open and 

Distance Learning in Higher Education in Egypt: An 

Evaluation of the Degree Programmes of the Centre of Open 

Learning in Cairo University (COLCU)”1 which aims to 

evaluate the use of ODL in Egypt, as a tool for expanding access 

to Higher Education (HE). This review aims at are seeking to 

discuss and understand the rationales’ and the methods that 

many developing countries have used to implement open and 

distance learning as a sub-system to expand the access of 

enrolling in their university degree systems. This review seeks to 

know the challenges and difficulties that many developing 

countries are facing to provide their people with more 

opportunities to participate in university degree programmes. 

Furthermore, the review seeks to analyse and understand the 

why open and distance learning has been suggested as one of the 

possible solutions for developing countries to expand their HE 

system to accommodate the additional numbers of pebble who 

want to enrol in university degree programmes. It is also 

important, to review the various terms and concepts related to 

this field of study (ODL).  

                                                 
1 Ashraf, Moharram Farid (2021) “Open and Distance Learning in Higher Education in 
Egypt: An Evaluation of the Degree Programmes of the Centre of Open Learning in 
Cairo University (COLCU)” unpublished PhD thesis, University of Bath, UK. 
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2. Developing countries and expanding HE 

Expanding HE represents one of the national goals for both 

developed and developing countries.  Internationally, the enrolment 

of students in tertiary education has grown from 28.8 million 

students in 1970 to 68.6 million in 1990 and to 88.1 million students 

in 1997.  Moreover, it is in the developing countries that the 

increase has been highest.  Between 1970 and 1997, the number of 

the students in tertiary education has increased from 6.9 million to 

43 million2. Table 1 shows the gross enrolment ratio in tertiary 

education in the developed and the developing countries from 1970 

to 1997. 

Table (1): Gross enrolment ratio in tertiary education 

(percentage of 18-24 years old). 
  1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 1996 1997 

 

Developed   

 

M and F 

 

26.1 

 

33.5 

 

36.2 

 

38.6 

 

44.5 

 

50.1 

 

51.0 

 

51.6 

Countries Male 31.8 37.8 36.2 37.4 42.6 46.5 47.1 47.7 

 Female 20.3 20.3 36.1 39.8 46.4 53.9 55.1 55.7 

  

Developing 

 

M and F 

 

2.9 

 

3.9 

 

5.2 

 

6.6 

 

7.1 

 

9.1 

 

9.8 

 

10.3 

Countries Male 4.0 5.1 6.7 8.2 8.5 10.6 11.4 12.0 

 Female 1.7 2.7 2.7 4.9 5.7 7.5 8.1 8.6 

Source: UNESCO Statistics Yearbook 1999, II.S.5. 

M and F = male and female.    

Table (1) shows that “between 1970 to 1997” the enrolment 

ratios in tertiary education in both developed and developing 

countries have increased.  The table shows that in terms of the 

absolute ratios, the chances for the students of developed countries 

of enrolling in tertiary education were much higher than they were 

for students in the developing countries.   Also, the table shows that 

“between 1970 to 1997” the developed countries have expanded 

their tertiary education to accommodate more than 50 percent of the 

                                                 
2 For more details about gross enrolments in tertiary education see, UNESCO Statistic 
Yearbook, 1999: II.S.3.  
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people who are in the age group 18 to 24 years old, while the 

developing countries expanded enrolment for no more than 10.3 

percent of the people who are in the same age group.  Since 1980 

the gross enrolment of females in the developed countries has been 

higher than for males, while in developing countries it was almost 

the same for both genders.  

However, these data for developing countries reflect a 

remarkable effort to HE with a more than threefold increase during 

this period. The parity between male and female students is 

noteworthy. The differences between the genders in terms of having 

equal opportunities for accessing HE will be discussed later in this 

chapter.   

 

Within this larger debate, the key question concerning the 

growth in demand for tertiary education is: Why are countries and 

more specifically developing countries expanding their HE systems?  

On the face of it, the answer(s) to this question may seem 

straightforward as many writers, for example DuBridge (1953); 

Burn (1980); Maliymakono, Ishumi, and Wells (1982); Birt (1988) 

and Mendis (1988) have argued that expanding HE is a necessity for 

all countries. Their view is that, HE plays an important role in 

supporting economic development, social equality, liberation and 

democracy. However, the very complexity of the role of HE that 

these authors point to makes this general answer problematic when 

examined more closely.  

 

2.1 Expanding HE to meet the policy of nationalism and 

economic development  
Historically, HE has, and may still be playing an important 

role in developing countries that have gained independence.  

Many of them gained their independence after the Second World 

War as a result of the move to de-colonisation.  On the one hand, 

these recently independent governments have used HE as a 

political tool toward achieving their ideologies such as, 
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nationalism, communism, capitalism or even religious ideology.  

On the other hand, HE was also recognised as a means for 

achieving economic independence. Datta (1984), in his 

sociological study of education and society in Africa, explained 

that:  

In the late colonial and post-colonial period, education 

development in Africa has been characterized by three main 

processes: (a) a massive expansion at all levels; (b) the provision 

for technical and professional instruction; and (c) the Africanization 

of the curricula (pp. 21-22).  

He also argued that developing countries have considered 

two aims for education. Generally these are to accomplish 

independence in principle and independence in practice from 

former colonialist powers:  

EEdduuccaattiioonn  wwaass  sseeeenn  aass  aa  mmeeaannss  ooff  bbrriinnggiinngg  aabboouutt  eeccoonnoommiicc  

development and cultural self-assertion, the two other objectives of 

the anti-colonial struggle (ibid. p. 22).  

 

Central to the drive for genuine political and economic 

independence was the need for qualified people to manage the 

sectors that previously had been managed by the colonisers, 

including government itself3. Hardiman and Midgley (1982) 

support the notion that the expansion of HE was to sustain the 

processes of independence, pointing out that:  

TThhee  ddrriivvee  ttoo  iinnccrreeaassee  HHEE  rraappiiddllyy  iinn  mmoosstt  ddeevveellooppiinngg  

ccoouunnttrriieess  hhaass  bbeeeenn  lliinnkkeedd  wwiitthh  tthhee  pprroocceesssseess  ooff  iinnddeeppeennddeennccee..  NNoott  

oonnllyy  hhaass  tthheerree  bbeeeenn  aa  nneeww  eemmpphhaassiiss  oonn  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt,,  tthheerree  hhaass  aallssoo  

bbeeeenn  tthhee  iimmmmeeddiiaattee  nneeeedd  ttoo  ffiillll  ppoossttss  ffoorrmmaallllyy  ooccccuuppiieedd  bbyy  ccoolloonniiaall  

ooffffiicceerrss  iinn  tthhee  aaddmmiinniissttrraattiioonn  aanndd  sseerrvviicceess  ((pp..  119900))..    

 

                                                 
cation and independence For more details about the relation between expanding edu 3

see: Hardiman and Midgley (1982: 182-209), see also Makulu (1971: 29-31). 
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In this context, economic development has been one of the 

important challenges and concerns of all developing countries. 

Maliymakono, et.al. (1982) reported that:  

Most countries in the developing Third World now seem to 

believe in, and …emphasise, the view of education as a public 

industry in which society should consciously invest for 

manpower development (p. 3).  

 

The development of human capacities to enhance national 

economies thus deserves the full attention of higher education.  

In parallel with the developing countries’ governments’ purposes 

of expanding HE, there was also a great public interest in 

education, which has been an important lever in expanding HE.       

 

2.2 Expanding HE to meet public demand 
Enrolling in HE represents an aim for many people and there 

are many reasons for them to enrol in HE.  As wider societies 

have benefited from HE, individuals too have gained a 

substantial benefit from the HE they have received and hence, 

parents have pressured governments to provide their sons and 

daughters with opportunities for enrolling in HE.  Nwagwu, 

(1998) who studied the academic and vocational preferences of 

360 Nigerian secondary school students, found that a very high 

percentage (84.2%) of the graduating high school students would 

like to proceed into higher education on successful completion 

of their secondary education.   In fact, this is the same trend 

almost everywhere in developing countries. This research 

showed that these students preferred to go into HE for the 

following reasons: 

  IInnccrreeaasseedd  kknnoowwlleeddggee  aanndd  sskkiillllss  aaccqquuiirreedd  ffrroomm  

hhiigghheerr  eedduuccaattiioonn  wwoouulldd  eennhhaannccee  ooppppoorrttuunniittiieess  ffoorr  

wweellll  ppaaiidd  eemmppllooyymmeenntt..  
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  LLiittttllee  ssttaattuuss  iiss  aaccccoorrddeedd  ttoo  tthhoossee  wwiitthhoouutt  aa  

uunniivveerrssiittyy  ddeeggrreeee  oorr  mmoonneeyy,,  iinn  NNiiggeerriiaann  ssoocciieettyy..    

  PPoosssseessssiinngg  tthhee  iinntteelllleeccttuuaall  ccaappaacciittyy  aanndd  aammbbiittiioonn  

ttoo  bbeenneeffiitt  ffrroomm  hhiigghheerr  eedduuccaattiioonn..    

  HHiigghheerr  eedduuccaattiioonn  wwoouulldd  eennaabbllee  iinnddiivviidduuaallss  ttoo  

ooccccuuppyy  ppoossiittiioonnss  ooff  aauutthhoorriittyy  aanndd  rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittyy  

((iibbiidd..  pppp..  111199--112200))..  

  

There are both social and individual returns to graduating 

from HE institutions.  The World Bank in its’ report higher 

education in the developing countries (2000a) observes that:  

IInn  LLaattiinn  AAmmeerriiccaa  aass  aa  wwhhoollee,,  aa  wwoorrkkeerr  wwiitthh  66  yyeeaarrss’’  

eedduuccaattiioonn  eeaarrnnss  5500  ppeerr  cceenntt  mmoorree  tthhaann  ssoommeeoonnee  wwhhoo  hhaass  nnoott  

aatttteennddeedd  sscchhooooll..  TThhiiss  ggaapp  iinnccrreeaasseess  ttoo  112200  ppeerr  cceenntt  ffoorr  tthhoossee  wwiitthh  

1122  yyeeaarrss’’  eedduuccaattiioonn,,  aanndd  eexxcceeeeddss  220000  ppeerr  cceenntt  ffoorr  tthhoossee  wwiitthh  1177  

yyeeaarrss’’  eedduuccaattiioonn  ((pp..  3388))..  

 

Psacharopoulos (1988) has argued that the rates of private 

return on education tend to be higher in primary education, 

followed by secondary and then university levels (p. 101). 

However, his study shows that the returns from education are 

great at all levels in terms of society and individuals4.   

 

However, Psacharopoulos’ findings have been challenged.  

Rwomire (1998) has argued that in developing countries the 

private returns to university level education are higher than for 

primary and secondary education.  He points out that in Africa 

and in some occupations such as a doctor, the earning may reach 

‘100 times as much as that of a mechanic’ (p. 15).  Additionally, 

                                                 
4 Many scholars assumed that the investment in education is profitable as there is the 

social and the private return of this investment is high. For more details about the Human 

Capital theory see for example: Schultz (1961, 1981, and 1987), Becker (1964 and 1975) 

and Psacharopouls (1988 and 1994). 
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Simmons (1980) investigated the relation between educational 

level and annual earnings in both developed and developing 

countries.  He found that:  

IInn  ddeevveellooppeedd  ccoouunnttrriieess  tthhee  rraattiioo  ooff  aavveerraaggee  aannnnuuaall  eeaarrnniinngg  

ffoorr  tthhoossee  wwiitthh  hhiigghheerr  eedduuccaattiioonn  ttoo  tthhoossee  wwiitthh  pprriimmaarryy  rraannggee  ffrroomm  

22..1133  ttoo  22..  6633,,  wwhheerreeaass  iinn  ddeevveellooppiinngg  ccoouunnttrriieess  tthheeyy  rraannggee  ffrroomm  

22..2244  ttoo  1122..0077’’  ((pp..  3355))..    

  

Moreover, the policies of the World Bank, as an important 

donor for supporting education in many developing countries, 

have changed since the 1980s from supporting the expansion of 

vocational education toward supporting the expansion of 

primary and HE in these countries. The previous trend, during 

the 1970s and 1980s, was towards expanding vocational 

education as an important tool for achieving economic 

development in those countries5 (Watson, 1993; Sifuna, 1992; 

Foster, 1987; Psacharopoulos, 1985).  The reasons for changing 

their policies are that:  

HHEE  ssiimmuullttaanneeoouussllyy  iimmpprroovveess  iinnddiivviidduuaall  lliivveess  aanndd  eennrriicchheess  

wwiiddeerr  ssoocciieettyy,,  iinnddiiccaattiinngg  aa  ssuubbssttaannttiiaall  oovveerrllaapp  bbeettwweeeenn  pprriivvaattee  aanndd  

ppuubblliicc  iinntteerreesstt  iinn  hhiigghheerr  eedduuccaattiioonn  ……  HHEE  rraaiisseess  wwaaggeess  aanndd  

pprroodduuccttiivviittyy,,  wwhhiicchh  mmaakkeess  bbootthh  iinnddiivviidduuaallss  aanndd  ccoouunnttrriieess  rriicchheerr..  IItt  

aalllloowwss  ppeeooppllee  ttoo  eennjjooyy  aann  eennhhaanncceedd  ““lliiffee  ooff  tthhee  mmiinndd””,,  ooffffeerriinngg  

wwiiddeerr  ssoocciieettyy  bbootthh  ccuullttuurraall  aanndd  ppoolliittiiccaall  bbeenneeffiittss..  AAnndd  iitt  ccaann  

eennccoouurraaggee  iinnddeeppeennddeennccee  aanndd  iinniittiiaattiivvee,,  bbootthh  vvaalluuaabbllee  ccoommmmooddiittiieess  

iinn  tthhee  kknnoowwlleeddggee  ssoocciieettyy’’  ((WWoorrlldd  BBaannkk,,  22000000aa::  3377))..      

 

2.3 Expanding HE to meet global challenges 

In recent years, new concepts and/or trends have challenged 

HE such as, ‘international co-operation’; ‘globalisation’; ‘the 

global economy’; ‘the knowledge society’ (Mok 2000 and 

                                                 
The UNESCO conference on technical education (1976) argued developing countries  5

to develop technical education at both secondary as well as higher education levels. 
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Brown and Lauder 1996).  Slaughter (1998) examined the 

relationship between changes in national HE policies and the 

global economy emphasising the significance of HE in the new 

global economy because:  

UUnniivveerrssiittiieess  aarree  tthhee  cceennttrraall  pprroodduucceerrss  ooff  tteecchhnnoosscciieennccee,,  tthhee  

pprriimmaarryy  pprroodduucctt  ooff  ppoosstt--iinndduussttrriiaall  eeccoonnoommiieess  ((iibbiidd..  pp..  5577))..      

 

The impact of these global and knowledge economy trends is 

much greater on developing countries than developed countries. 

On one hand, such trends could open new opportunities for some 

to have a share in the international market, as the Asian tigers 

have done (Jarvis 2000; Green 1999).  A skilful and 

knowledgeable labour force is one of many factors that multi 

national companies consider when deciding to invest in a 

country.  On the other hand, these trends could also open the 

way for more competition between different HE institutions, 

nationally and internationally6 putting those in developing 

countries at a disadvantage. Clearly the way developing 

countries respond to this challenge will be crucial. 

 

3. The dilemmas facing developing countries in relation to HE7 

The major problem facing developing countries in the light 

of global economic changes is that these changes will demand 

greater resources being put into HE, unless more cost effective ways 

of delivering HE can be found, when already their budgets are 

stretched. For example, the public expenditure on education 

                                                 
6 More details about the impact of these trends on HE see, Center for Higher Education Policy 
Studies (2001), Research Programme 2001-2005,‘HE and the Stakeholder Society’, Netherlands: 
University of Twente. 

  That global changes are creating major problems for developing countries’ HE systems is reflected in the events such as the 

UNESCO world conference on Higher Education in the Twenty-First Century, the participants concluded: The problems of higher 

education and education in general are one of the great challenges confronting societies in this century. Higher education, for its part, 

is faced with the challenges of preparing itself to fulfil its mission adequately in a world in transformation and to meet the need 

requirement of this century. Which will be the society of knowledge, information and education (p. 66). 
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between 1994 to 1997 for selected developing countries as a 

percentage of Gross National Income (GNI) was as follows; Sudan 

.09, Chad 1.7, Zambia 2.2, Vietnam 3, Syrian Arab Republic 3.1, 

India 3.2, Korea Rep. 3.7, while for the developing countries the 

figures were as follows: Germany 4.8, Spain 5, United Kingdom 

5.3, Australia 5.4, United States 5.4, France 6, Finland 7.58.  The 

GNI of the majority of the developed countries was much higher 

than it was for the majority of developing countries. As a result, the 

amount of public expenditure on education, in some developing 

countries was sometimes up to 100 times lower than in some 

developed countries.   

 

In addition to the problem of resourcing HE, it has been 

argued that developing countries’ HE policies have been misguided, 

therefore making a difficult situation worse. There are two 

particular issues that have been raised in this respect. Vessuri (1998) 

has criticised past policies of HE in developing countries 

highlighting the fact that:  

IInn  iinndduussttrriiaalliisseedd  ccoouunnttrriieess,,  HHEE  ssyysstteemm  sshhaarreess  wwiitthh  ootthheerr  

ppuubblliicc  aanndd  pprriivvaattee  ssttrruuccttuurreess  tthhee  rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittyy  ffoorr  ccrreeaattiinngg  aanndd  

ttrraannssffeerr  ooff  kknnoowwlleeddggee……  WWhhiillee  iinn  ddeevveellooppiinngg  ccoouunnttrriieess,,  kknnoowwlleeddggee  

tteennddss  ttoo  bbee  ttrreeaatteedd  bbyy  ggoovveerrnnmmeennttss  aass  oonnee  mmoorree  ggoooodd  iinn  aa  ttoottaallllyy  

ooppeenn  mmaarrkkeett::  iittss  ttoo  bbee  bboouugghhtt  wwhheerreevveerr  iitt  iiss  aallrreeaaddyy  aavvaaiillaabbllee  

aanndd//oorr  cchheeaappeesstt,,  wwiitthhoouutt  mmuucchh  ccoonncceerrnn  ffoorr  hhaavviinngg  ddoommeessttiicc  

ccaappaabbiilliittiieess  rreelleevvaanntt  ttoo  tthhee  ccrreeaattiioonn,,  ttrraannssffeerr  oorr  aaddaappttaattiioonn  ooff  

kknnoowwlleeddggee  wwiitthhiinn  nnaattiioonnaall  bboouunnddaarriieess  ((pp..  7777))                

 

However, in the new global economy, unless there is an 

indigenous capability that can engage with the latest developments, 

knowledge transfer and adaption is likely to by-pass developing 

countries.  In particular developing countries need experts that can 

                                                 
For more data about all countries’ expenditure on education as a ratio of their GNI,  8

see UNESCO (2001), World development indicators, pp. 78- 81.   



Ashraf Moharam Farid  

Egyptian Journal of Educational Sciences  (151)   Issue 2 (Part One) 2022 

be part of a global network of researchers and knowledge 

specialists, who can train their own populations and who can adapt 

innovations in ways appropriate to their own countries. 

However, in addition to failing to nurture such indigenous 

capability, it has been argued that developing nations have adopted 

expensive Western models of HE. 

 

Several commentators have criticised developing countries in 

this regard Hardiman and Midgley (1982) have explained this 

tendency in terms of developing countries’ eagerness to catch up the 

industrial societies:  

TThhee  ddeessiirree  ttoo  ccaattcchh  uupp  qquuiicckkllyy  wwiitthh  tthhee  iinndduussttrriiaalliisseedd  

ccoouunnttrriieess  lleedd  ttoo  tthhee  aaddooppttiioonn  ooff  WWeesstteerrnn  mmooddeellss  ooff  tteerrttiiaarryy  

eedduuccaattiioonn,,  rraatthheerr  tthhaann  tthhee  ccrreeaattiioonn  ooff  nneeww  mmooddeellss  wwhhiicchh  wwoouulldd  

hhaavvee  bbeeeenn  mmoorree  aapppprroopprriiaattee  ((pppp..  119900--119911))..      

                    

However, they argue that Western models were the most 

expensive models to adopt.  Rwomire (1998), Watson (1993, 1988) 

and Mosha (1986) have elaborated on why the Western model was 

so expensive. For example, Rwomire (1998) has identified three 

problems facing the African universities which makes the Western 

model unsuitable:  

TThhee  AAffrriiccaann  uunniivveerrssiittyy  iiss  aa  vveerryy  eexxppeennssiivvee  eenntteerrpprriissee,,  wwiitthh  iittss  

ddeemmaanndd  ffoorr  EEuurrooppeeaann--ttyyppee  pphhyyssiiccaall  ffaacciilliittiieess,,  ssuubbssiiddiisseedd  EEuurrooppeeaann--

ttyyppee  lliivviinngg  qquuaarrtteerrss,,  aanndd  aa  ssaallaarryy  ssttrruuccttuurree  tthhaatt  bbeeaarrss  nnoo  

rreellaattiioonnsshhiipp  wwhhaattssooeevveerr  ttoo  ssoocciiaall  jjuussttiiccee  iinn  tthhee  ccoouunnttrryy  ((pp..  1122))..  

 

At the same time, he notes that these universities ‘lack the 

required numbers of quality lecturers and researchers’ (ibid. p. 12).  

Consequently, adopting the Western HE model was unhelpful 

because of the lack of the ‘necessary accompaniments’ (ibid. p. 12) 

that were needed to adapt such models efficiently. To emphasise 

this point, Watson (1988) highlighted the fact that the cost of 
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producing graduates in developing countries may range from 80 to 

400 times as much as producing a primary-school leaver (p. 145).  

In this context, critics have argued that the role of overseas 

aid has been to merely emphasise the inefficiency of the cost 

structure of a western model of HE.  According to Watson (1993), 

apart from the fact that donors have different interests in supporting 

different educational sectors, the largest portion of aid was spent in 

supporting secondary and tertiary education, while the returns of 

that education were limited in relation to improving the whole 

society. He argues that this situation can best be observed in Sub-

Saharan Africa: 

TThhee  ssuuppppoorrtt  ccaann  bbeesstt  bbee  sseeeenn  iinn  SSuubb--SSaahhaarraann  AAffrriiccaa  wwhheerree  

eedduuccaattiioonn  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt  hhaass  bbeeeenn  ddiissttoorrtteedd  iinn  ffaavvoouurr  ooff  uunniivveerrssiittyy  

eexxppaannssiioonn  aatt  tthhee  eexxppeennssee  ooff  bbaassiicc  eedduuccaattiioonn..  OOvveerr  2200%%  ooff  llooccaall  

eedduuccaattiioonn  bbuuddggeettss  ggoo  ttoo  ssuuppppoorrtt  bbaarreellyy  22%%  ooff  tthhee  aaggee  ggrroouupp  aanndd  

9955%%  ooff  oovveerrsseeaass  aaiidd  ggooeess  ttoo  ssuuppppoorrtt  sseeccoonnddaarryy  aanndd  tteerrttiiaarryy  

eedduuccaattiioonn  pprroojjeeccttss..  ((pp..  7700))..  

 

The issue concerning the best models for expanding HE 

opportunities in developing countries points up the tensions between 

spreading limited funds across all education sectors efficiently. The 

key question, then, is whether there are other models for expansion 

available which provide a viable alternative to traditional Western 

models. However, before addressing this question directly we need 

to examine the issue of who has benefited and who should benefit 

from HE expansion in developing countries. 

Groups that have benefited from HE expansion in terms of access 

and equity, no doubt, the degree of access to participation in HE is 

different from country to country and from developed to developing 

countries.  The range of access is much larger in the former than the 

latter (See table 1).  Because of financial difficulties, many 

developing countries have been unable to provide a place for every 

one who has wanted to enrol in HE and therefore, most of them 

have adopted a selective entrance policy to allow secondary school 
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leavers to enter HE.  Herman (1995) notes that the universities in 

South Africa were adopting an entrance policy based on the 

students’ academic merit.  He showed that access to HE was 

unavailable to all South African secondary school leavers and that 

the socio-economic background of students’ families was playing an 

important role in their academic achievements.   

 

Therefore, the issue of equality between different groups 

accessing HE has been one of the major concerns of many 

researchers.  Handa and Gordon (1999), Njeuma (1998) and 

Rwomire (1998) have studied the HE situation in different 

developing countries and all of them assume that poverty is the 

main factor preventing some students from participating in HE.  

One of these researchers in this respect was Jayaweera (1997) who 

studied the relation between Women, education and empowerment 

in 23 Asian countries.  Referring to the general HE policies 

including entrance policies, she argues that:  

CCllaassss  rraatthheerr  tthhaann  ggeennddeerr  hhaass  aaffffeecctteedd  tthhee  aacccceessss  ooff  tthhee  

mmaajjoorriittyy  ooff  ggiirrllss  iinn  tthheessee  ccoouunnttrriieess  ttoo  eedduuccaattiioonn  ((pppp..  441166--441177))..    

 

Moreover, Rwomire (1998) argues that the consequences of 

educational policies in developing countries have been to 

increase social inequality between different groups in society.  

Supporting students from rich backgrounds at the expense of 

students from poor backgrounds.  He describes students, who 

enter university, as follows:  

TThheeyy  aarree  ccoommiinngg  ffrroomm  mmiiddddllee  ttoo  uuppppeerr--iinnccoommee  ffaammiilliieess  ffrroomm  

tthhee  rriicchh……TThheeyy  aarree  bbeetttteerr  ffeedd  aanndd  ccaarreedd  ffoorr  aanndd  aarree  mmoorree  eexxppoosseedd  

ttoo  tthhoossee  tthhiinnggss  ccoonndduucciivvee  ttoo  tthhee  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt  aanndd  aaddvvaanncceemmeenntt  ooff  

ccooggnniittiivvee  sskkiillllss  uusseeffuull  iinn  sscchhoooollss  aanndd  iinn  wwhhiittee--ccoollllaarr  wwoorrkk  ((pp..  1166))          

 

Therefore, the socio-economic background of students 

appears to be one of the important factors for academic 

achievements, especially when they leave secondary school to 
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go to university.  Griffin and McKinley (1994) in support this 

view writing:  

TThhee  mmaajjoorriittyy  ooff  tthhee  ppooppuullaattiioonn,,  ppaarrttiiccuullaarrllyy  tthhee  ppoooorr,,  mmaayy  

llaacckk  aaddeeqquuaattee  eedduuccaattiioonnaall  ffaacciilliittiieess,,  oorr  mmaayy  ffiinndd  tthhaatt  tthhee  

ooppppoorrttuunniittyy  ccoosstt  ooff  aatttteennddiinngg  sscchhoooollss  eexxcceeeeddss  sshhoorrtt--rruunn  pprriivvaattee  

bbeenneeffiitt,,  wwhhiillee  tthhee  cchhiillddrreenn  ffrroomm  mmiiddddllee--  aanndd  uuppppeerr--ccllaassss  

bbaacckkggrroouunnddss  bbeenneeffiitt  ffrroomm  ccoommppaarraattiivveellyy  ggeenneerroouussllyy  ffiinnaanncceedd  

uunniivveerrssiittyy  eedduuccaattiioonn  ((pp..  3399))          

 

Moreover, many scholars have linked the adoption of 

Western models of HE to social injustice in developing 

countries.  They argue that because of the cultural differences 

between Western industrialised societies and developing 

countries, there is no guarantee that applying the social equality 

of the former to the latter will bring similar success (Farrell, 

1982; Herman 1995).   According to Herman (1995): 

SSoommee  ooff  tthhee  bbaassiicc  tthheeoorreettiiccaall  ccoonnssttrruuccttss  uusseedd  ttoo  aatttteemmpptt  ttoo  

uunnddeerrssttaanndd  ssoocciiaall  eeqquuaalliittyy  wwiitthhiinn  tthhee  eexxppeerriieennccee  ooff  tthhee  

iinndduussttrriiaalliisseedd  nnaattiioonnss  ooff  tthhee  WWeesstt  aarree  nnoott  aauuttoommaattiiccaallllyy  

aapppplliiccaabbllee  ttoo  tthhee  ddiivveerrssee  aanndd  cchhaannggiinngg  ccuullttuurreess  aanndd  ssoocciieettiieess  ooff  

tthhee  ddeevveellooppiinngg  ccoouunnttrriieess  ((pp..226622))..    

 

The consequences of this discussion reinforce the view that 

alternating HE models are needed for developing countries from 

both resourcing and equity perspectives.   

 

4. Expanding HE in developing countries: The way forward?  

There have been many suggestions for policies to expand HE 

efficiently and fairly. For example, the World Bank (1994, 2000a), 

Ahier (2000).  However, perhaps the most important policy 

proposals and practice relates to ODL programmes. 
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4.1 Implementing ODL programmes to expand HE in 

developing countries 

Many writers have suggested that ODL programmes can be 

one of the solutions, even the most efficient solution, for 

delivering HE to larger numbers of students and consequently 

expand their chances of participating in it.  For example, Harris 

(1987) was one writer who believed that the flexibility of 

distance education could provide a solution to the dilemmas 

associated with HE expansion:  

DDiissttaannccee  eedduuccaattiioonn  iiss  lliikkeellyy  ttoo  bbeeccoommee  aa  mmaajjoorr  iissssuuee  ffoorr  

ddiissccuussssiioonn  iinn  HHEE  iiff  nnuummbbeerrss  ooff  ssttuuddeennttss  ffaallll  aaggaaiinn,,  iiff  tthhee  ccoosstt  ooff  HHEE  

bbeeccoommee  tthhee  ssuubbjjeecctt  ooff  ppoolliittiiccaall  ddeebbaattee,,  oorr  iiff  wwiiddeerr  aacccceessss  ttoo  HHEE  

bbeeccoommee  ddeessiirraabbllee..    DDiissttaannccee  eedduuccaattiioonn  sseeeemmss  ttoo  ooffffeerr  ssoolluuttiioonnss  ttoo  

aallll  ooff  tthheessee  pprroobblleemmss  sseeppaarraatteellyy,,  aanndd,,  pprroobbaabbllyy  uunniiqquueellyy,,  ttoo  ooffffeerr  

ssiinnggllee  ssoolluuttiioonnss  ttoo  eeaacchh  ooff  tthheemm  ssiimmuullttaanneeoouussllyy::  aacccceessss  ccaann  bbee  

wwiiddeenneedd,,  ttoo  aadduulltt  ssttuuddeennttss  oorr  ttoo  ootthheerr  ddeessiirraabbllee  ttaarrggeett  ggrroouuppss,,  aanndd  

aatt  aa  mmoosstt  ffaavvoouurraabbllee  sseett  ooff  ccoossttiinnggss  ((pp..  11))..    

 

The history of the use of ODL programmes in some 

developing countries, such as South Africa, India and China was 

another factor that has encouraged other countries, such as 

Tanzania, to start implementing such programmes9.  Harry and 

Perraton (1999) note that the growth of ODL within developing 

countries is great and since 1990 many new ODL institutes have 

been established, such as the Open University of Bangladesh and 

the National Open University in Taiwan, as well as the increased 

numbers of dual-mode institutions10.    

                                                 
For more details about the history of ODL in these countries see Dodde, Nonyongo  9

and Clennie (1999); Panda (1999); Ding (1999) and Mmari (1999). 
 

mode institutions are conventional institutions, which have departments for DE -Dual 10

and offer their degrees in both ways On- Campus and Off-campus. For more details 
about the typology of distance teaching systems 

see, Keegan (1993). 
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The World Bank Development Report (1998) titled 

Knowledge for development emphasised the advantages of the 

use of ODL programmes as a less costly means of widening 

access to HE in developing countries.  The report stated that:  

DDiissttaannccee  eedduuccaattiioonn  hhaass  bbeeeenn  aaddvvooccaatteedd  aass  aa  ccoosstt--eeffffeeccttiivvee  

mmeeaannss  ooff  iinnccrreeaassiinngg  tthhee  nnuummbbeerrss  ooff  qquuaalliiffiieedd  tteeaacchheerrss  ppaarrttiiccuullaarrllyy  

iinn  SSoouutthh  AAssiiaa  aanndd  SSuubb--SSaahhaarraa  AAffrriiccaa  ((pp..  5544))..    

  

The report encouraged other developing countries, which had 

not started, to implement this kind of education.  Furthermore, 

the report indicated that for those developing countries, which 

find it difficult to ‘provide relevant and good-quality higher 

education at an affordable cost, distance learning may be a 

viable alternative’ (ibid. p. 54).  Moreover, the World Bank 

(2000a) points out that the largest five programmes of ODL, 

which are all, based in developing countries confirmed that  

DDiissttaannccee  lleeaarrnniinngg  hhaass  ggrreeaatt  ppootteennttiiaall  iinn  tthhee  ddeevveellooppiinngg  

wwoorrlldd,,  ooffffeerriinngg  aa  ppoowweerrffuull  cchhaannnneell  ffoorr  bbrriinnggiinngg  eedduuccaattiioonn  ttoo  

ggrroouuppss  tthhaatt  hhaavvee  pprreevviioouussllyy  bbeeeenn  eexxcclluuddeedd  ((pp..  3311))            

 

For these reasons many developing countries have started, 

and others are going to start, implementing ODL programmes to 

expand HE. The use of the ODL programmes in developing 

countries has gone beyond the idea of expanding HE.  According 

to Holmberg (1995) DE has been considered in developing 

countries to deal with many aspects of continuing education and 

lifelong learning.  He notes that  

TThheerree  aarree  pprrooggrraammmmeess,,  ssuucchh  aass  lliitteerraaccyy  pprrooggrraammmmeess,,  

ffuurrtthheerr  ttrraaiinniinngg  ooff  mmeenn  aanndd  wwoommeenn  wwhhoo  aarree  aaccttiivvee  aass  tteeaacchheerrss  ooff  

yyoouunngg  ppeeooppllee  aanndd  wwhhoo  tthheemmsseellvveess  hhaavvee  lliittttllee  ffoorrmmaall  eedduuccaattiioonnaall  

bbaacckkggrroouunndd,,  hheeaalltthh  eedduuccaattiioonn  aanndd  ffaammiillyy  ppllaannnniinngg,,  rruurraall  

ddeevveellooppmmeenntt  aanndd  vvaarriioouuss  kkiinnddss  ooff  ooccccuuppaattiioonnaall  ttrraaiinniinngg  aanndd  iinn  
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ssoommee  ccaasseess  hhiigghheerr  eedduuccaattiioonn  iiss  ccoonnssiiddeerreedd  ttoo  bbee  oonnee  ooff  tthhee  OODDLL  

pprrooggrraammmmeess  ((pppp..115533--115555))..      

 

In general the programmes of training unqualified primary 

teachers have been the most common. These programmes have 

been dealing with two aspects: to retrain unqualified teachers 

and also offer them a university degree or certificate.  Therefore, 

it is possible to count these programmes as part of the expansion 

of HE.  Such programmes are delivered in Bangladesh, 

Botswana, China, Ghana, Kenya, India, Lesotho, Malawi, 

Nigeria, Namibia, Tanzania, Zambia, amongst many others.                 

 

However, some scholars who supported implementing ODL 

programmes in developing countries, have also outlined the 

conditions that need to be met to ensure their success.  For 

example, Kuhanga (1981) has argued that to implement 

successful ODL programmes, the programmes have to be 

supported politically and financially, have reasonable numbers 

of students and varieties of courses, possess good 

communication facilities and finally have technical assistance or 

expertise.  He recommended that if these factors are not in place, 

especially the political support, they will fail:   

UUnnlleessss  tthhee  lleeaaddeerrss  uunnddeerrssttaanndd  aanndd  aacccceepptt  tthhee  ccoonncceepptt,,  tthhee  

ppuurrppoossee  ffoorr  wwhhiicchh  tthhee  ccoonncceepptt  iiss  ttoo  bbee  uusseedd,,  aanndd  tthhee  uullttiimmaattee  rreessuullttss  

ooff  iittss  aapppplliiccaattiioonn,,  aannyy  eeffffoorrttss  ttoo  ppuutt  iinnttoo  pprraaccttiiccee  ssuucchh  iinnnnoovvaattiioonn  

mmaayy  bbee  ffuuttiillee  ((pp..  1155))..    

 

Also, Srisa-An (1981) who is a supporter of ODL highlighted 

six critical problems or questions, which developing countries 

have to solve before even considering initiating such 

programmes.  He explained that from his long experience with 

Asian ODL:   
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TThhee  ddiissttaannccee  lleeaarrnniinngg  ssyysstteemm  iiss  aann  iinnnnoovvaattiioonn  tthhaatt  wwiillll  

ffaacciilliittaattee  tthhee  ddeemmooccrraattiizzaattiioonn  ooff  tthhee  aadduulltt  eedduuccaattiioonn  pprroocceessss..  IItt  iiss  

eeaassyy  ttoo  ssaayy  tthhiiss,,  bbuutt  ddiiffffiiccuulltt  ttoo  ppuutt  iitt  iinnttoo  pprraaccttiiccee  ((pp..  2277))..      

On the practical side, there were many studies that have 

studied ODL programmes in developing countries, such as Costa 

Rica, Hong Kong, India, Iran, Kenya, Nigeria, Pakistan and 

South Africa (for more details about ODL programmes in 

developing countries see for example, Rumble 1982a and 1982b, 

McCormick 1982 and Fleming 1982).  Apart from studies that 

discussed issues relating to the management of ODL in 

developing countries, most of the studies were descriptive.  Few 

of these studies were comparative between different teaching-

learning methods or evaluated materials used in ODL 

programmes.  A few have compared ODL methods to those used 

to teach conventional university students. In general these 

studies have covered areas such as:  

 The teaching-learning methods used;  

 The materials delivered; and  

 The students’ supports systems.    

 

The findings of the majority of the studies have showed that 

there were many difficulties affecting these programmes in 

terms of the quality of the teaching-learning materials, the 

quality of the teaching-learning methods and the quality of the 

students’ support systems.  Researchers such as Matiru (1987); 

Solera (1999); Rahmanujam (1999), believe that although 

implementing ODL in developing countries is important to 

provide disadvantaged groups with opportunities to access HE, 

in practice, there were many difficulties that limited the benefits 

from such programmes.  Matiru (1987) in his study Distance 

education in Kenya researched the general problems of primary 

school teachers who enrolled in DE courses for the Teacher’s 

Certificate.  He found that many students were not happy with 

the printed materials and did not see them being effective in 
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delivering learning.  He concluded, however, that the 

programme offered many untrained teachers the opportunity to 

be trained and have the certificate, but the lack of infrastructural 

resources limits the opportunities provided by ODL:  

UUnnffoorrttuunnaatteellyy  nnaattiioonnss  lliikkee  KKeennyyaa,,  wwhhiicchh  mmoosstt  nneeeedd  ssyysstteemmss  

ooff  tteelleeccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonnss  tteecchhnnoollooggyy  ttoo  tteeaacchh  tthheeiirr  ggrroowwiinngg  aanndd  

ggeeooggrraapphhiiccaallllyy  ssccaatttteerreedd  ppooppuullaattiioonn,,  llaacckk  tthhee  nneecceessssaarryy  

iinnffrraassttrruuccttuurree  ((MMaattiirruu,,  11998877::  7700))..    

 

Solera (1999) after studying the problems of the students’ 

wastage in university distance education in Costa Rica 

concluded that the students who dropped out generally expressed 

the view that the university did not care about them and their 

problems.  Similarly, Mahmoud, Hassan and Mahmoud (1999) 

when investigating Payam Noor ODL University (PND) in Iran 

stated that:  

MMaannyy  ssttuuddeennttss  hhaavvee  bbeeeenn  ffaacceedd  wwiitthh  aa  vvaarriieettyy  ooff  pprroobblleemmss  

oowwiinngg  ttoo  tthhee  uunnssuuiittaabbiilliittyy  ooff  ssttuuddyy  mmaatteerriiaallss  pprroovviiddeedd  ffoorr  tthheemm,,  tthhee  

ssllooww  pprroocceessss  ooff  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn  bbeettwweeeenn  tthhee  uunniivveerrssiittyy  aanndd  ssttuuddeennttss  

rreessiiddiinngg  iinn  ddiiffffeerreenntt  ppaarrttss  ooff  tthhee  ccoouunnttrryy  aanndd  ootthheerr  iissssuueess  

((MMaahhmmoouudd,,  HHaassssaann  aanndd  MMaahhmmoouudd,,  ((11999999::  55))..      

 

Parallel to these studies, Rahmanujam (1999) studied ODL 

programmes in India with respect to the break down of socio-

economic and cultural barriers for people with different 

disabilities. The study revealed that though the growing number 

of ODL institutions in India was impressive, they were not 

successful in addressing the educational needs of the disabled.  

He concluded that the reason for this was that: 

WWee  tteenndd  ttoo  ffoorrggeett  tthhaatt  ooppeennnneessss  iiss  aann  aapppprrooaacchh  oorr  aa  

pphhiilloossoopphhyy  tthhaatt  iiss  rreelleevvaanntt  ttoo  bbootthh  ccaammppuuss  bbaasseedd  iinnssttiittuuttiioonnss  aanndd  

ddiissttaannccee  tteeaacchhiinngg  iinnssttiittuuttiioonnss,,  aanndd  eexxppeecctt  oonnllyy  tthhee  OOppeenn  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  
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wwhhiicchh  tteeaacchheess  tthhrroouugghh  ddiissttaannccee  mmooddeess  ttoo  pprraaccttiissee  ooppeenn  lleeaarrnniinngg..  

SSuucchh  aa  ccoolloonniiaall  aapppprrooaacchh  mmuusstt  bbee  ggiivveenn  uupp..  ((RRaahhmmaannuujjaamm11999999::  66))                  

  

On the other hand, there were some writers who argued that 

it is not ODL programmes but it is the ODL approach to HE that 

can deal with the problems of expanding HE especially to the 

disadvantage groups.  For example, Walker (1994) studied the 

potential impact of the open learning initiative on some 

disadvantaged groups in Australian HE.  He concluded that:  

IItt  iiss  hhooppeedd  tthhaatt  CCoommmmoonnwweeaalltthh’’ss  iinnvveessttmmeenntt  iinn  OOppeenn  

LLeeaarrnniinngg  rreepprreesseennttss  aa  sshhiifftt  iinn  ppoolliiccyy  ffrroomm  aa  bbeelliieeff  tthhaatt  aacccceessss  aanndd  

eeqquuiittyy  iissssuueess  ccaann  bbee  ssoollvveedd  bbyy  ssppeecciiffiiccaallllyy  ttaarrggeettttiinngg  

ddiissaaddvvaannttaaggeedd  ggrroouuppss  ttoo  aa  ppoolliiccyy  eennccoouurraaggiinngg  ooppeennnneessss  aanndd  

fflleexxiibbiilliittyy  iinn  AAuussttrraalliiaann  hhiigghheerr  eedduuccaattiioonn  ((pp..  110099))..  

 

Harry and Perraton (1999) declare that even in developed 

countries ODL is still struggling to gain acceptance and respect 

and is sometimes ignored by the conventional university system.  

One job to be done, therefore, is to establish that the quality of 

open and distance learning can match that of conventional 

university teaching (p. 7).  Willis (1993) concluded that.   

OOvveerr  tthhee  ppaasstt  sseevveerraall  yyeeaarrss,,  rreesseeaarrcchh  eexxpplloorriinngg  eeffffeeccttiivvee  

ddiissttaannccee  tteeaacchhiinngg  eeffffoorrttss  aass  wweellll  aass  eevvaalluuaattiioonnss  ooff  ssttuuddeennttss  

aattttiittuuddee  ttoowwaarrddss  tthhee  uussee  ooff  ddiissttaannccee  ddeelliivveerryy  mmeetthhooddss  hhaavvee  

rreessuulltteedd  iinn  ssoommee  ffaaiirrllyy  ccoonnssiisstteenntt  ccoonncclluussiioonnss..  TThheessee  ccoonncclluussiioonnss  

aarree  wwoorrtthh  ccoonnssiiddeerriinngg  wwhheenn  ppllaannnniinngg  aanndd  iimmpplleemmeennttiinngg  ddiissttaannccee  

eedduuccaattiioonn  pprrooggrraammss,,  eessppeecciiaallllyy  ffoorr  rruurraall  aanndd//oorr  ccuullttuurraallllyy  ddiivveerrssee  

lleeaarrnneerrss  ((pp..  1177))..      

  

He pointed out seventeen conditions for effective DE.  One 

of them was that teaching at a distance can be effective, if 

teaching techniques and delivery methods take into account the 

needs, diversity, and context of the distance learner: 
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DDiissttaannccee  eedduuccaattiioonn  aanndd  ttrraaddiittiioonnaallllyy  ddeelliivveerreedd  iinnssttrruuccttiioonn  

ccaann  bbee  eeqquuaallllyy  eeffffeeccttiivvee  iiff  tthhee  ddiissttaannccee  eedduuccaattoorrss  ppuutt  aaddeeqquuaattee  

pprreeppaarraattiioonn  iinnttoo  uunnddeerrssttaannddiinngg  tthhee  nneeeeddss  ooff  ssttuuddeennttss  aanndd  aaddaappttiinngg  

tthhee  iinnssttrruuccttiioonn,,  aa  tteeaacchheerr’’ss  uunnddeerrssttaannddiinngg  ooff  tthhee  ttaarrggeett  ppooppuullaattiioonn  

aanndd  tthheeiirr  iinnssttrruuccttiioonnaall  nneeeeddss  iiss  eeqquuaallllyy  aass  iimmppoorrttaanntt  aass  mmaasstteerryy  ooff  

tthhee  ccoonntteenntt  bbeeiinngg  ddeelliivveerreedd  ((iibbiidd..  pp..  2222))..        

 

It was clear, that many issues related to implementing ODL 

in developing countries still have to be addressed, mainly related 

to the quality of the programmes in terms of the teaching-

learning methods, the teaching-learning materials and students’ 

support.  However, it is also important to assess whether ODL 

programmes are suitable for target groups from lower socio-

economic and educational backgrounds.  The previous analysis 

of the HE circumstances in developing countries showed that: 

 These countries are facing difficulties in financing education 

and especially HE. 

 The majority of these countries lack qualified academic staff 

to support HE.  

 The target groups of any new forms of HE, compared to 

conventional HE students, are characterised by the following: 

A) The majority of them have low academic achievement in 

secondary school  and/or  

B) The majority of them are typically from lower socio-

economic backgrounds. 

The assumption of this study is that, to ensure the success of 

implementing new ODL solution(s) to HE expansion in 

developing countries, these solutions have to engage with the 

issues addressed above.   

 

Therefore, considering the circumstances of these developing 

countries, the main general question in this area of research is: 

Dose implementing open and distance learning (ODL) 

programmes an efficient solution to the purposes of expanding 
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HE in developing countries? In order to answer this question we 

need to analyse “in general detail” the nature of open learning 

(OL) and distance education (DE).  

 

4.2 The concepts in the field of ODL    

The debate over the meaning of the terms concerning the 

field of ODL began early in the 1970s and has continued up to 

the time of writing the thesis.  In particular, there is a debate 

about whether or not the terms OL and DE are synonymous (See 

for example, Peters 1998: pp. 97-98).  However, others have 

stressed the importance of carefully distinguishing between these 

concepts and many other concepts used in this field (Rumble 

1989a, 1989b; Garrison 1989; Keegan 1983, 1988 and 1996 and 

Holmberg 1995).  For example, Keegan (1996) pointed out that 

the proliferation of terms used in the context of DE can lead to 

confusion:  

TThhee  ccoonnffuussiioonn  ccaann  bbee  hhiigghhlliigghhtteedd  bbyy  lliissttiinngg  tthhee  tteerrmmss  uusseedd  iinn  

EEnngglliisshh  ffoorr  tthhiiss  ffiieelldd  ooff  eedduuccaattiioonn::  ‘‘ccoorrrreessppoonnddeennccee  eedduuccaattiioonn’’  oorr  

‘‘ccoorrrreessppoonnddeennccee  ssttuuddyy’’,,  ‘‘hhoommee  ssttuuddyy’’,,  ‘‘iinnddeeppeennddeenntt  ssttuuddyy’’,,  

‘‘eexxtteerrnnaall  ssttuuddyy’’,,  ‘‘ddiissttaannccee  tteeaacchhiinngg’’  oorr  ‘‘tteeaacchhiinngg  aatt  aa  ddiissttaannccee’’,,    

‘‘ooffff--ccaammppuuss  ssttuuddyy’’,,  ‘‘ooppeenn  lleeaarrnniinngg’’,,  --  aanndd  tthheerree  mmaayy  wweellll  hhaavvee  bbeeeenn  

mmoorree  ((pp..  2233))..  

 

Moreover, the rapid development of communication 

technology used in the field of ODL has introduced some new 

terms such as, ‘electronic learning (E-learning)’, ‘on-line 

learning’, ‘web-based learning’ and ‘virtual university’, which 

has made the mission of the analysing and distinguishing these 

terms much more essential.  However this part of the thesis, is 

concerned to discuss the concepts of OL and DE which are the 

most relevant to this study.  The aim of this discussion is to find 

out to what extent these concepts can allow different people 

from various socio-economic and educational backgrounds 

access to HE.  
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4.3 What is the concept(s) of Open Learning? 

Race (1994) has stated that ‘the term open learning has been 

around for many years’ (p. 29) and Keegan (1996) declared that 

the term OL: 

BBeeccaammee  wweellll  kknnoowwnn  aafftteerr  tthhee  ddeecciissiioonn  ooff  tthhee  UUnniitteedd  

KKiinnggddoomm  ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt  iinn  mmiidd--11996600ss  ttoo  rreennaammee  tthhee  ‘‘UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  tthhee  

AAiirr’’  tthhee  ‘‘OOppeenn  UUnniivveerrssiittyy’’  ((pp..  2277))..      

 

The majority of the scholars who have studied the history of 

OL agree that it is about 40 years now since this term has passed 

into common educational language.  However, McKenzie, 

Postgate and Scupham (1975) note:       

OOppeenn  lleeaarrnniinngg  iiss  aann  iimmpprreecciissee  pphhrraassee  ttoo  wwhhiicchh  aa  rraannggee  ooff  

mmeeaanniinnggss  ccaann  bbee,,  aanndd  iiss,,  aattttaacchheedd..  IItt  eelluuddeess  ddeeffiinniittiioonn..  BBuutt  aass  aann  

iinnssccrriippttiioonn  ttoo  bbee  ccaarrrriieedd  iinn  pprroocceessssiioonn  oonn  aa  bbaannnneerr,,  ggaatthheerriinngg  

aaddhheerreennttss  aanndd  eenntthhuussiiaassmmss,,  iitt  hhaass  ggrreeaatt  ppootteennttiiaall..  FFoorr  iitt’’ss  vveerryy  

iimmpprreecciissiioonn  eennaabblleess  iitt  ttoo  aaccccoommmmooddaattee  mmaannyy  ddiiffffeerreenntt  iiddeeaass  aanndd  

aaiimmss  ((pp..  2211))..    

 

According to Keegan (1996) and Delling 1994 (Cited in 

Keegan 1996), McKenzie and his colleagues when they analysed 

the two words of the term OL ‘were reflecting on their own 

beliefs, which is that educationalists wish to be open rather than 

closed and learning supports student-centredeness rather than 

teacher- centredeness’ (Keegan, 1996: 28). Therefore, it can be 

claimed that McKenzie and his colleagues established an 

important step in defining the concept of OL: in turning the 

focus from teaching to learning.  However, they did not extend 

the analysis further because they thought the term too 

ambiguous.  The UK’s National Council for Educational 

Technology (NCET) (1990) pointed out, that the term  
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OOppeenn  lleeaarrnniinngg  iiss  nnoott  aa  mmeetthhoodd  ooff  lleeaarrnniinngg  bbuutt  aa  vveerryy  bbrrooaadd  

ccoonncceepptt..  AAnndd  ccoonncceeppttss  aarree  nnoottoorriioouussllyy  ddiiffffiiccuulltt  ttoo  ppiinn  ddoowwnn  ((pp..  11))..  

 

However, many other writers believe that OL is an elusive 

term11, while others such as, Holt and Bonnici (1988), Paul 

(1990 and 1993) and Peters (1994a) have attempted to pin down 

the concept.  According to Holt and Bonnici (1988) OL is a 

multi- faceted concept which attempts: 

TToo  rreedduuccee,,  iiff  nnoott  eelliimmiinnaattee,,  aa  nnuummbbeerr  ooff  bbaarrrriieerrss  wwhhiicchh  

eeiitthheerr  ssttoopp  oorr  iimmppeeddee  cceerrttaaiinn  ggrroouuppss  ooff  ssttuuddeennttss  ffrroomm  ppaarrttiicciippaattiinngg  

iinn  ffoorrmmaall  eedduuccaattiioonn..  OOppeenn  lleeaarrnniinngg  aallssoo  aatttteemmppttss  ttoo  pprroovviiddee  aa  

lleeaarrnniinngg  eennvviirroonnmmeenntt,,  wwhhiicchh  wwiillll  pprroovviiddee  tthheessee  ggrroouuppss  ooff  ssttuuddeenntt,,  

oonn  eenntteerriinngg  vvaarriioouuss  ccoouurrsseess  ooff  ssttuuddyy,,  wwiitthh  tthhee  bbeesstt  ppoossssiibbllee  cchhaannccee  

ooff  ssuucccceessssffuullllyy  ccoommpplleettiinngg  tthhee  lleeaarrnniinngg  eexxppeerriieenncceess  tthheeyy  hhaavvee  

cchhoosseenn..  ((pppp..  224455--225577))..  

 

Holt and Bonnici emphasised that their understanding of the 

concept of OL has two main aspects.  The first is that OL aims to 

provide open access to the people who for whatever reasons 

have been prevented access to conventional education.  The 

second is that OL aims also to provide a possible chance of 

success, as for them OL: ‘is not just about opening up access 

alone, it is also about providing people with a fair chance of 

success’ (ibid.). David (1991) supported Holt and Bonnici’s 

contribution when he wrote:  

TThhee  ttwwoo  mmoosstt  ccoommmmoonn  eelleemmeennttss  iinn  ddeessccrriippttiioonnss  ooff  ooppeenn  

lleeaarrnniinngg  aarree  ooppeenn  aacccceessss  aanndd  eexxppeeccttaattiioonn  ooff  ssuucccceessss..  TThhee  ffiirrsstt  ooff  

tthheessee  iiss  tthhee  aassppeecctt  ooff  ‘‘ooppeenn’’  mmoosstt  oofftteenn  mmeett  bbyy  lleeaarrnneerrss  aanndd  

pprroovviiddeerrss  ((pp..22))..    

 

                                                 
11 For the reason that some scholars believe OL is an elusive term, such as Foks (1987), 
argue that in educational circles giving a precise meaning of the term OL is much more 
debated.    
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Additionally, Paul (1993) supported the notion that the 

mission of OL is to help students overcome barriers that 

prevented them from accessing education, he wrote:   

TThhee  ccoonncceepptt  ooff  ooppeenn  lleeaarrnniinngg  iiss  mmeerreellyy  oonnee  ooff  tthhee  mmoosstt  

rreecceenntt  mmaanniiffeessttaattiioonnss  ooff  aa  ggrraadduuaall  ttrreenndd  ttoowwaarrddss  tthhee  

ddeemmooccrraattiissaattiioonn  ooff  eedduuccaattiioonn..  TThhee  uussee  ooff  tthhee  tteerrmm  ‘‘ooppeenn’’  aaddmmiittss  

tthhaatt  eedduuccaattiioonn  aanndd  lleeaarrnniinngg  hhaavvee  ttrraaddiittiioonnaallllyy  bbeeeenn  ‘‘cclloosseedd’’  bbyy  

vvaarriioouuss  bbaarrrriieerrss--eennttrraannccee  rreeqquuiirreemmeennttss,,  ttiimmee  ccoonnssttrraaiinnttss,,  ffiinnaanncciiaall  

ddeemmaannddss  ggeeooggrraapphhiiccaall  ddiissttaannccee,,  aanndd  mmuucchh  mmoorree  ssuubbttllyy,,  ssoocciiaall  aanndd  

ccuullttuurraall  bbaarrrriieerrss,,  aass  wweellll  aass  tthhoossee  ooff  ggeennddeerr  ((pp..  111155))..    

 

The main contribution of Paul to the concept of OL was that 

implementing OL could be an important tool toward making 

education a more democratic system and achieving the public 

demand of participating in education.  

 

Understanding the concept of OL, as open access to 

education systems, was a key issue to expanding access to HE.  

Peters (1993a and 1994a) in one of his important studies titled 

Understanding distance education demonstrated more 

consideration for the philosophical face of OL, by distinguishing 

between OL and DE.  In his opinion OL when being used to 

designate distance education emphasises the ‘openness’ of the 

teaching-learning process as compared to the ‘closeness’ of 

learning in traditional schools.  It stresses that access to this kind 

of learning is easier ‘open access’ and that students are allowed 

to operate with a degree of autonomy and self-direction’ (1993a: 

12).  He also explained that the main concept of OL is the 

openness, which:  

DDooeess  nnoott  rreeffeerr  oonnllyy  ttoo  ddeecciissiioonnss  wwiitthh  rreeggaarrdd  ttoo  tthhee  ppllaaccee,,  

ttiimmee,,  dduurraattiioonn  aanndd  cciirrccuummssttaanncceess  ooff  lleeaarrnniinngg  bbuutt  iinn  ssoommee  ccaasseess  aallssoo  

wwiitthh  rreeggaarrdd  ttoo  tthhee  ccuurrrriiccuulluumm,,  aass  tthhee  ssttuuddeennttss  aarree  ffrreeee  ttoo  sseelleecctt  

ffrroomm  pprree--ppllaannnneedd  ccuurrrriiccuullaa  oorr  ttoo  ddeevveelloopp  ccuurrrriiccuullaa  ooff  tthheeiirr  oowwnn  

((PPeetteerrss,,  11999944aa::  221133))..  
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Based on the contributions above, there are two main issues 

concerning OL that emerge. These issues are:   

 OL has two main principles underlying it: openness and 

flexibility.  

 OL can be implemented in all traditional and non-traditional 

forms of education. 

Given the emphasis on openness, it can be suggested that a 

major factor of OL is in dealing with the people who for 

whatever reasons are prevented from having access to 

conventional education. We can, therefore, conclude that OL can 

be achieved if the system offers its students:  

1. The freedom of choosing what they want to study, 

including the choosing of the subject or the programme 

and the content.  

2. The freedom of choosing where they want to study. 

3. The freedom of choosing when they want to start and 

finish study, including the choice of the duration of study. 

4. The freedom of choosing how they want to study, 

including the freedom of choosing the teaching-learning 

methods, whether these methods are traditional (face-to-

face) or at distance.  

 

Therefore, theoretically OL could be the answer to people 

who, for whatever reasons, have been denied access to 

conventional HE.  It gives them the chance to control their study 

at all levels based on their individual circumstances.  OL, as it 

has been reviewed, can be recognised as an educational 

philosophy or policy that aims to expand the opportunity for 

everyone to access education and especially HE regardless the 

kinds of restrictions or barriers of conventional systems.  Keegan 

and Rumble (1982a) agreed with Neil (1981) when he wrote:  

TThhee  ccoonncceepptt  ooff  ooppeennnneessss  iiss  lliinnkkeedd  ttoo  tthhee  iiddeeaa  ooff  aacccceessss  ttoo  

eedduuccaattiioonnaall  ooppppoorrttuunniittiieess..  IItt  ggooeess  bbeeyyoonndd  tthhee  eexxtteenntt  ttoo  wwiitthh  tthhee  
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rruulleess  aanndd  rreegguullaattiioonnss  ggoovveerrnniinngg  rreeggiissttrraattiioonn  ooff  ssttuuddeennttss  aarree  

rreessttrriiccttiivvee  ooff  eennttrryy  ttoo  aa  ppaarrttiiccuullaarr  iinnssttiittuuttiioonn,,  ttoo  iinncclluuddee  tthhee  ddeeggrreeee  

ttoo  wwhhiicchh  iitt  iiss  aaccttuuaallllyy  pprraaccttiiccaabbllee  ffoorr  aann  iinnddiivviidduuaall  ttoo  aavvaaiill  hhiimmsseellff  

ooff  hheerrsseellff  ooff  tthhee  lleeaarrnniinngg  ffaacciilliittiieess  pprroovviiddeedd  ((NNeeiill,,  11998811::  3377))..        

  

Peters (1998) in his book Learning and teaching in distance 

education has also developed his understanding of OL concept 

along similar lines.  He stated eight important principles to 

ensure that ODL institutions would implement the OL concept 

successfully.  These are: the principle of equality; equality of 

opportunity; lifelong and ubiquitous learning; open curricula; 

learner-relatedness; autonomous learning; learning through 

communication and interaction and finally relatedness to 

everyday life (p. 98).  

 

However, while the concept of OL as understood above takes 

us forward, the concept of OL was not intended to provide a 

‘complete’ solution for expanding HE in countries that were 

facing a lack of the necessary qualified academic staff (teachers 

and/or lecturers) and financial problems of funding HE.  

Therefore, to achieve the desired openness and flexibility, it is 

important to find solutions to some basic issues, which are:  

In respect to the people who for whatever reasons cannot 

attend any kind of regular class, how can teaching be delivered 

to these people? 

In respect to limited educational funds, how can these funds 

be stretched to produce a larger number of graduates without 

reducing the quality of the teaching? 

In respect to limited numbers of qualified academic staff, can 

they teach a larger number of students without reducing the 

quality of the teaching? 

 

The answer to these issues or challenges may be found 

potentially in ODL institutions such as, Open Universities (OUs) 

or Distance Teaching Universities (DTUs).  Paul (1993) argues 
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that replicating the policy of the OU, which it is the most famous 

ODL institution, could assist in achieving the concept of OL in 

which it aims to: 

PPrroovviiddee  ooppeenn  aaddmmiissssiioonn  ttoo  aadduulltt  ssttuuddeennttss  aanndd,,  tthhrroouugghh  

fflleexxiibbllee  ppoolliicciieess  aanndd  aa  vvaarriieettyy  ooff  ddeelliivveerryy  mmeecchhaanniissmmss,,  nnoottaabbllyy  

ddiissttaannccee  eedduuccaattiioonn,,  pprroovviiddee  aacccceessss  ttoo  aanndd  ssuucccceessss  iinn  uunniivveerrssiittyy  

eedduuccaattiioonn  ttoo  tthhoossee  pprreevviioouussllyy  ddeenniieedd  ssuucchh  ooppppoorrttuunniittyy  ((iibbiidd..  pppp..  

111155--111166))..  

 

Therefore, it can be claimed that applying openness and 

flexibility to these institutions requires them to provide their 

ODL students with the following: 

 Flexibility in frequent admission periods, self-pacing and 

optional support services. 

 Learner control over content and structure 

 Choice of delivery systems and accreditation.  

 

Kaye (1981) has described the key features of ODL systems as: 

AAnn  eennrroollmmeenntt  oorr  ‘‘ooppeenniinngg’’  ooff  eedduuccaattiioonnaall  ooppppoorrttuunniittyy  ttoo  

nneeww  ttaarrggeett  ppooppuullaattiioonn  pprreevviioouussllyy  ddeepprriivveedd  eeiitthheerr  tthhrroouugghh  

ggeeooggrraapphhiiccaall  iissoollaattiioonn,,  llaacckk  ooff  ffoorrmmaall  aaccaaddeemmiicc  rreeqquuiirreemmeennttss,,  oorr  

eemmppllooyymmeenntt  ccoonnddiittiioonnss..    

CCoonncceerrnniinngg  lleeaarrnniinngg  mmaatteerriiaallss  aanndd  tteeaacchhiinngg  mmeetthhooddss,,  wwhhiicchh  

cchhaarraacctteerriissee  tthhee  ccoouurrsseess,,  tthhee  nnoottaabbllee  ffeeaattuurreess  aarree::    

AA  fflleexxiibbllee  iinn  tthhee  ccuurrrriiccuulluumm  aanndd  ccoonntteenntt  ooff  tthhee  lleeaarrnniinngg  

mmaatteerriiaallss  tthhrroouugghh,,  ffoorr  eexxaammppllee,,  mmoodduullaarr  ssttrruuccttuurreess  oorr  ccrreeddiitt  

ssyysstteemmss;;    

TThhee  ccoonnsscciioouuss  aanndd  ssyysstteemmaattiicc  ddeessiiggnn  ooff  lleeaarrnniinngg  mmaatteerriiaallss  

ffoorr  iinnddeeppeennddeenntt  ssttuuddyy,,  iinnccoorrppoorraattiinngg,,  ffoorr  eexxaammppllee,,  cclleeaarrllyy  

ffoorrmmuullaatteedd  lleeaarrnniinngg  oobbjjeeccttiivveess,,  sseellff--aasssseessssmmeenntt  ddeevviicceess,,  ssttuuddeennttss  

aaccttiivviittiieess  aanndd  pprroovviissiioonn  ooff  ffeeeeddbbaacckk  ffrroomm  ssttuuddeennttss  ttoo  lleeaarrnniinngg  

ssyysstteemm  ssttaaffff  aanndd  vviiccee  vveerrssaa;;    
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TThhee  ppllaannnneedd  uussee  ooff  aa  wwiiddee  rraannggee  ooff  mmeeddiiaa  aanndd  ootthheerr  

rreessoouurrcceess,,  ssuucchh  aass  tteexxttbbooookkss,,  aauuddiioo  aanndd  vviiddeeooccaasssseetttteess,,  rraaddiioo  aanndd  

TTVV  bbrrooaaddccaasstt,,  eett  cceetteerraa..  ((PPpp..  1188--1199))  

 

According to Keegan and Rumble (1982b) the ODL 

institutes or the Distance Teaching Universities (DTUs) around 

the world, which are in existence in many developed and 

developing countries, are mainly offering their degrees through 

the use of distance teaching methods.  The following table shows 

some of the DTUs around the world and their dates of 

incorporation. 

Table (2): The development of Distance Teaching 

Universities around the world12.   

University 
Date of 

incorporation 

 

Open University, Milton Keynes, United Kingdom. 1969 OU UK 

Universidad Nacional de Educacion a Distancia, Madrid, Spain 1972 UNED 

Free University of Iran, Tehran, Iran 1973 FUI 

FernUniversitat, Hagen, Germany. 1974 FeU 

Everyman’s University, Tel-Aviv, Israel 1974 EU 

Allama Iqbal Open University, Islamabad, Pakistan. 1974 AIOU 

Athabasca University, Alberta, Canada 1975 AU 

Universidad Nacional Abierta, Caracas, Venezuela 1977 UNA 

Universidad Estatal a Distancia, San Jose, Costa Rica 1977 UNED 

Sukhothai Thammathirat Open University, Bangkok, Thailand 1978 STOU 

                                                 
12 There are many other institutions in South Africa, Nigeria, Hong Kong and India.  

These institutions are mainly using DE modes of delivering teaching to their students. 

Hence, DE for them appears as a renewed educational system and mode, based on 

theories of learning psychology and utilising educational technology to provide self-

learning strategies, making every individual the owner and author of his own 

advancement, improving the teaching-learning process, making it compatible with the 

most dissimilar condition of labour, living, health and age, and reaching almost everyone 

who is willing and able to learn. (Ochoa, 1981: 198).   
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Central Broadcasting and Television University, Beijing, China and 

28 Local Television Universities 

1978 CCTU 

Sri Lanka Open University, Nawala, Sri Lanka 1981 SLOU 

Open University, Heerlen, Netherlands 1981 OU 

Source: Keegan, D. and Rumble, G. (1982b). 

 

It is clear that on the previous two pages, when the 

discussion turned to cover OL practice, some other terms such as 

ODL and DTU made an appearances.  The use of these terms in 

practice reflects the correlation between OL and Distance 

Learning (DL), Distance Teaching (DT) and Distance Education 

(DE).  Hence, it was important to find meaning of these terms 

and the relationship between them.        

 

4.4 The concept of Distance Education and its relationship to 

Open Learning  

The question whether or not OL and DE are synonymous has 

been addressed by many writers such as Keegan (1980, 1996), 

Dewal (1986), Foks (1987), Garrison (1989), Rumble (1989a 

and 1989b) and Holmberg (1995).  For example, Holmberg in 

his book Theory and practice of distance education explained 

that the connection between OL and DE came from the strong 

influence of the British Open University (OUUK) and its 

adoption of the DE method, while in fact the word: 

OOppeenn  oorriiggiinnaallllyy  rreeffeerrrreedd  ttoo  aacccceessss  aanndd  ttoo  tthhee  aavvooiiddaannccee  ooff  

cceerrttaaiinn  rreessttrriiccttiioonnss;;  iinn  iittsseellff  iitt  hhaass  nnootthhiinngg  ttoo  ddoo  wwiitthh  ddiissttaannccee  

eedduuccaattiioonn  ((pp..  55))..    

 

Dewal (cited in Holmberg, 1995: 5) pointed out that DE is not 

equivalent to OL13:   

                                                 
13 Foks (1987) stresses the same notion, he wrote ‘open learning is not synonymous with 

distance education; nor is distance education a sub-set of open learning. Distance 
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AAss  ddiissttaannccee  eedduuccaattiioonn  rreeffeerrss  mmaaiinnllyy  ttoo  mmooddee  ooff  ddeelliivveerryy,,  

ooppeenn  eedduuccaattiioonn  rreeffeerrss  ttoo  ssttrruuccttuurraall  cchhaannggeess..  AA  ddiissttaannccee  eedduuccaattiioonn  

iinnssttiittuuttiioonn  ccaann  aallssoo  bbee  aann  ooppeenn  iinnssttiittuuttiioonn  bbuutt  nnoott  nneecceessssaarriillyy  ssoo..  

OOppeenn  eedduuccaattiioonn  rreeffeerrss  ttoo  ssttrruuccttuurraall  cchhaannggeess  ssoo  aass  ttoo  mmaakkee  aann  

iinnssttiittuuttiioonn  ooppeenn::  ooppeenn  wwiitthh  rreessppeecctt  ttoo  ppllaaccee;;  ttiimmee;;  ccoonntteenntt  ooff  

lleeaarrnniinngg;;  mmooddee  ooff  lleeaarrnniinngg;;  eettcc……AA  ddiissttaannccee  tteeaacchhiinngg  iinnssttiittuuttiioonn  

ccoouulldd  bbee  aa  ‘‘cclloosseedd  oonnee’’  ((pp..  88))..  

 

Garrison (1989) did not just distinguish DL from OL, but he 

also distinguished OL as an educational concept from other 

terms that refer to the educational institutions that theoretical 

would implement the notion of OL.  He wrote:     

OOppeenn  lleeaarrnniinngg  ssyysstteemmss  aarree  nnoott  eeqquuiivvaalleenntt  ttoo  OOppeenn  

UUnniivveerrssiittiieess  oorr  ttoo  ddiissttaannccee  eedduuccaattiioonn  ggeenneerraallllyy..  DDiissttaannccee  lleeaarrnniinngg  

ssyysstteemmss  aarree  llaarrggeellyy  ccoonncceerrnneedd  wwiitthh  rreedduucciinngg  ggeeooggrraapphhiiccaall  

bbaarrrriieerrss..  OOnn  tthhee  ootthheerr  hhaanndd  ooppeenn  lleeaarrnniinngg  ssyysstteemmss  aarree  ccoonncceerrnneedd  

wwiitthh  rreedduucciinngg  ggeeooggrraapphhiiccaall,,  ssoocciioo--eeccoonnoommiicc  aanndd  ppssyycchhoollooggiiccaall  

bbaarrrriieerrss..  OOppeennnneessss  rreeffeerrss  nnoott  oonnllyy  ttoo  mmaaxxiimmiissiinngg  aacccceessss  ttoo  

eedduuccaattiioonn  iinn  tteerrmmss  ooff  ttiimmee  aanndd  ppllaaccee  bbuutt  ttoo  ssuuppppoorrttiinngg  tthhee  lleeaarrnniinngg  

pprroocceessss  tthhrroouugghh  cchhooiiccee  ooff  mmeetthhoodd  aanndd  mmooddee  ooff  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn  ((pp..  

111199))..  

 

Garrison explained that there is no guarantee that every 

institution called Open University would apply the concept of 

OL.  However, the continued growth and success of the British 

Open University and the proliferation of other institutions 

purporting to offer Distance Teaching courses have produced 

this DE facts connection between OL and DE (See, Holmberg, 

1995: 4-5).  Hence, many scholars have asked if DE is not 

synonymous with OL then, what is DE.   

 

                                                                                                                         
education is a mode of learning with certain characteristics which distinguish it from the 

campus-based mode of learning (p.74). 
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5. The concept of Distance Education 

Keegan (1996: 41-44) in his book Foundations of distance 

education was one of those who collated and analysed different 

DE definitions.  He collated nine definitions for DE and 

subsequently classified them into two main groups based on the 

date of their first being published.  The first group covered DE 

definitions that were introduced “between 1967 to 1977”, while 

the second group covered five definitions introduced “between 

1980 to 1994”. The fact that Keegan did not analyse each one of 

them separately but analysed them as a group is problematic.  

Perhaps, it would have been more useful to select some of them 

and analyse each one of them individually, as I will demonstrate. 

    

5.1 Dohman’s definition (1967).  

In this early definition, Dohman states that the original idea 

of DE is that it was concerned to help students to study 

independently and to be responsible for their teaching and 

learning.  He wrote:  

DDiissttaannccee  eedduuccaattiioonn  iiss  aa  ssyysstteemmaattiiccaallllyy  oorrggaanniisseedd  ffoorrmm  ooff  

sseellff--ssttuuddyy  iinn  wwhhiicchh  ssttuuddeenntt  ccoouunnsseelllliinngg,,  tthhee  pprreesseennttaattiioonn  ooff  lleeaarrnniinngg  

mmaatteerriieell  aanndd  sseeccuurriinngg  aanndd  ssuuppeerrvviissiinngg  ooff  ssttuuddeenntt’’ss  ssuucccceessss  iiss  

ccaarrrriieedd  oouutt  bbyy  aa  tteeaamm  ooff  tteeaacchheerrss,,  eeaacchh  ooff  wwhhoomm  hhaass  

rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittiieess..  IItt  iiss  mmaaddee  ppoossssiibbllee  aatt  aa  ddiissttaannccee  bbyy  mmeeaannss  ooff  

mmeeddiiaa,,  wwhhiicchh  ccaann  ccoovveerr  lloonngg  ddiissttaannccee..  TThhee  ooppppoossiittee  ooff  ddiissttaannccee  

eedduuccaattiioonn  iiss  ““ffaaccee--ttoo--ffaaccee  eedduuccaattiioonn””::  aa  ttyyppee  ooff  eedduuccaattiioonn  tthhaatt  

ttaakkeess  ppllaaccee  wwiitthh  ddiirreecctt  ccoonnttaacctt  bbeettwweeeenn  lleeccttuurreerrss  aanndd  ssttuuddeennttss  

((CCiitteedd  iinn  KKeeeeggaann  11999966,,  4411))..  

 

This definition highlights that DE is a kind of self-study, where 

it is organised to allow students to achieve success.  Dohman also 

justified two important features of DE.  The first feature is that DE 

learning materials are organised by teachers prior to the start of the 

study.  This is what today we call pre-prepared materials.  The 

second feature is that DE is the opposite of face-to-face education, 
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therefore, it is not possible to allow direct communication between 

students and teacher(s).  It is clear from this early definition that 

already there were affinities between OL and DL since, here, DL is 

seen as form of self-study. 

  

5.2 Peters’ definition (1973)   
In fact Peters’ definition was different from many other 

definitions, in the sense that he described DE based on the notion of 

industrialisation and hence he identified some similarities between 

DE and mass production.  He wrote:     

DDiissttaannccee  tteeaacchhiinngg//eedduuccaattiioonn  iiss  aa  mmeetthhoodd  ooff  iimmppaarrttiinngg  

kknnoowwlleeddggee,,  sskkiillllss  aanndd  aattttiittuuddeess  wwhhiicchh  iiss  rraattiioonnaalliisseedd  bbyy  tthhee  

aapppplliiccaattiioonn  ooff  tthhee  ddiivviissiioonn  ooff  llaabboouurr  aanndd  oorrggaanniissaattiioonnaall  pprriinncciipplleess  

aass  wweellll  aass  bbyy  tthhee  eexxtteennssiivvee  uussee  ooff  tteecchhnniiccaall  mmeeddiiaa,,  eessppeecciiaallllyy  ffoorr  tthhee  

ppuurrppoossee  ooff  rreepprroodduucciinngg  hhiigghh  qquuaalliittyy  tteeaacchhiinngg  mmaatteerriiaall  wwhhiicchh  mmaakkeess  

iitt  ppoossssiibbllee  ttoo  iinnssttrruucctt  ggrreeaatt  nnuummbbeerrss  ooff  ssttuuddeennttss  aatt  tthhee  ssaammee  ttiimmee  

wwhheerreevveerr  tthheeyy  lliivvee..  IItt  iiss  aann  iinndduussttrriiaalliisseedd  ffoorrmm  ooff  tteeaacchhiinngg  aanndd  

lleeaarrnniinngg  ((CCiitteedd  iinn  KKeeeeggaann  11999966::  2244)) ..    

 

The similarities between DE and mass production enhance the 

notion that DE was created to impart teaching to larger numbers of 

students.  Hence, he believes that DE has to be typically organised 

using the same basis as for producing a large amount of goods.  It is 

also important to mention that DE was created to introduce an 

economic solution for education’s financial difficulties.  Therefore, 

the importance of Peter’s definition comes from the fact that it 

stressed the value of planning DE based on mass production 

                                                 
14 Peters (1994b: 159) also gave the following definition: Distance education is a system 
of rational actions for the imparting of knowledge, skills and attitudes, whereby the 
original direct social relationships between teacher and students are substituted to a 
great extent by indirect relations which are characterized by technical rules and 
prescriptions, a context-free language, conditioned prognoses and conditioned 
instructions, goal attainment with the help of target-means relations, and the 
systematic increase of effectivity.      
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processes where one of the main aims is to reduce the cost of the 

product (teaching and learning materials).   

 

In this context, there may be four issues that have to be 

considered. The first issue relates to the available facilities including 

the technology and the experts needed to introduce these kinds of 

high quality teaching and learning materials (mass production).  The 

second issue is the balance between introducing a standard package 

of teaching and learning materials and taking account of differences 

between students’ educational backgrounds.  The third issue 

concerns the question of whether these materials will rapidly 

become dated and whether institutions can carry the lost of the 

intensive labour in up-dating them.  Finally, there is the key 

educational issue of how the industrialised packaging of the 

curriculum relates to principles of OL.   

5.3 Moore’s definition (1973 and 1977)15.   

Moore presented his DE definition when he wrote an article 

entitled “Toward a theory of independent learning and teaching” 

1973 and repeated it in 1977 without modification.  In this 

definition, he stressed that DE represents on of those teaching 

methods in which face-to-face interaction between students and 

teachers is absent.  He wrote: 

DDiissttaannccee  tteeaacchhiinngg  mmaayy  bbee  ddeeffiinneedd  aass  tthhee  ffaammiillyy  ooff  

iinnssttrruuccttiioonnaall  mmeetthhooddss  iinn  wwhhiicchh  tthhee  tteeaacchhiinngg  bbeehhaavviioouurrss  aarree  

eexxeeccuutteedd  aappaarrtt  ffrroomm  tthhee  bbeehhaavviioouurrss,,  iinncclluuddiinngg  tthhoossee  tthhaatt  iinn  aa  

ccoonnttiigguuoouuss  ssiittuuaattiioonn  wwoouulldd  bbee  ppeerrffoorrmmeedd  iinn  tthhee  lleeaarrnneerr’’ss  pprreesseennccee,,  

ssoo  tthhaatt  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn  bbeettwweeeenn  tthhee  tteeaacchheerr  aanndd  tthhee  lleeaarrnneerr  mmuusstt  bbee  

                                                 

15 Moore introduced another definition of DE in (1990) as follows: ‘Distance education is an 

arrangement for providing instruction through print or electronic communications media to 

persons engaged in planned learning place or time different from that of the instructor or 

instructors’ (p. xv). In this definition Moore stressed that DE is a form of planned learning that 

needs to be facilitated through the use of the several kinds of communication media.  The 

definition establishes the physical separation between students and instructor, but he failed 

here to repeat the crucial issue of social and psychological separation. 
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ffaacciilliittaatteedd  bbyy  pprriinntt,,  eelleeccttrroonniicc,,  mmeecchhaanniiccaall  oorr  ootthheerr  ddeevviicceess  ((MMoooorree,,  

11997733::  666644  aanndd  11997777::  88))..  

 

Moore also highlights that DE not only exists when a physical 

separation between students and teachers occurs, but also when 

psychological distance between students and their teachers exists.  

Therefore, DE is about the separation between the teaching 

behaviours and the learning behaviours.   Thus, he believes that it is 

important to support students’ learning through facilitating 

communication between students and teachers, hence the use of 

technology is given top priority to ensure the success of DE 

students.  However, in this context the important question is: What 

kind of technologies can be used for that purpose and at what cost? 

This question in the context of developing countries is rather 

important because they may not be financially capable of investing 

in such technology. 

 

5.4 Holmberg’s definition (1977)   
Believing that the physical separation between students and 

their teachers is the main feature of DE, Holmberg in his early 

work Distance education a survey and bibliography describes 

DE as follows:   

TThhee  tteerrmm  ‘‘ddiissttaannccee  eedduuccaattiioonn’’  ccoovveerrss  tthhee  vvaarriioouuss  ffoorrmmss  ooff  

ssttuuddyy  aatt  aallll  lleevveellss  wwhhiicchh  aarree  nnoott  uunnddeerr  tthhee  ccoonnttiinnuuoouuss,,  iimmmmeeddiiaattee  

ssuuppeerrvviissiioonn  ooff  ttuuttoorrss  pprreesseenntt  wwiitthh  tthheeiirr  ssttuuddeennttss  iinn  lleeccttuurree  rroooommss  oorr  

oonn  tthhee  ssaammee  pprreemmiisseess,,  bbuutt  wwhhiicchh  nneevveerrtthheelleessss,,  bbeenneeffiitt  ffrroomm  tthhee  

ppllaanniinngg,,  gguuiiddaannccee  aanndd  ttuuiittiioonn  ooff  aa  ttuuttoorriiaall  oorrggaanniizzaattiioonn  ((HHoollmmbbeerrgg,,  

11997777::  99))..  

 

However, Holmberg believes that while DE, as a whole, is not a 

form of face-to-face teaching, DE students can benefit from 

immediate interaction with their teachers through tutorials. For him 

element of face-to-face teaching was important to overcome social 

and psychological separations.  
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5.5 Garrison and Shale’s definition (1987)  
In their paper Mapping the boundaries of distance education 

Garrison and Shale suggest that the main feature of DE is that 

form of education where the educational communication 

between students and teachers is non-contiguous, hence, the use 

of technology to allow two-way-communication, through 

teaching and learning processes is essential. They write: 

DDiissttaannccee  eedduuccaattiioonn  iimmpplliieess  tthhaatt  tthhee  mmaajjoorriittyy  ooff  eedduuccaattiioonnaall  

ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn  bbeettwweeeenn  ((aammoonngg))  tteeaacchheerr  aanndd  ssttuuddeenntt((ss))  ooccccuurrss  nnoonn--

ccoonnttiigguuoouussllyy..  IItt  mmuusstt  iinnvvoollvvee  ttwwoo--wwaayy  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn  bbeettwweeeenn  

((aammoonngg))  tteeaacchheerr  aanndd  ssttuuddeenntt((ss))  ffoorr  tthhee  ppuurrppoossee  ooff  ffaacciilliittaattiinngg  aanndd  

ssuuppppoorrttiinngg  tthhee  eedduuccaattiioonnaall  pprroocceessss..  IItt  uusseess  tteecchhnnoollooggyy  ttoo  mmeeddiiaattee  tthhee  

nneecceessssaarryy  ttwwoo--wwaayy  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn  ((GGaarrrriissoonn  aanndd  SShhaallee,,  11998877::  1111))..  

 

In harmony with this definition Barker, Frisbie and Patrick’s 

definition (1989) pointed out that the advances in 

telecommunications made communication between instructor and 

students(s) possible at the same time and more effective.  They 

wrote:  

TTeelleeccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonnss--bbaasseedd  ddiissttaannccee  eedduuccaattiioonn  aapppprrooaacchheess  

aarree  aann  eexxtteennssiioonn  bbeeyyoonndd  tthhee  lliimmiittss  ooff  ccoorrrreessppoonnddeennccee  ssttuuddyy..  TThhee  

tteeaacchhiinngg--lleeaarrnniinngg  eexxppeerriieennccee  ffoorr  bbootthh  iinnssttrruuccttoorr  aanndd  ssttuuddeenntt((ss))  

ooccccuurrss  ssiimmuullttaanneeoouussllyy,,  iitt  iiss  ccoonnttiigguuoouuss  iinn  ttiimmee..  WWhheenn  aann  aauuddiioo  

aanndd//oorr  vviiddeeoo  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn  lliinnkk  iiss  eemmppllooyyeedd,,  tthhee  ooppppoorrttuunniittyy  ffoorr  

lliiffee  tteeaacchheerr--ssttuuddeenntt  eexxcchhaannggeess  iinn  rreeaall  ttiimmee  iiss  ppoossssiibbllee,,  tthheerreebbyy  

ppeerrmmiittttiinngg  iimmmmeeddiiaattee  rreessppoonnssee  ttoo  ssttuuddeenntt  iinnqquuiirriieess  aanndd  ccoommmmeennttss..  

MMuucchh  lliikkee  aa  ttrraaddiittiioonnaall  ccllaassssrroooomm  sseettttiinngg,,  ssttuuddeennttss  ccaann  sseeeekk  oonn--tthhee--

ssppoott  ccllaarriiffiiccaattiioonn  ffrroomm  tthhee  ssppeeaakkeerr  ((pp..  2255))..      

 

5.6 Portway and Lane’s definition (1994)  
The last definition, which is chosen in this section, is that 

introduced by Portway and Lane (1994). In this definition DE 

refers basically to two main features.  They write: 
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TThhee  tteerrmm  ddiissttaannccee  eedduuccaattiioonn  rreeffeerrss  ttoo  tteeaacchhiinngg  aanndd  lleeaarrnniinngg  

ssiittuuaattiioonnss  iinn  wwhhiicchh  tthhee  iinnssttrruuccttoorr  aanndd  lleeaarrnneerrss  aarree  ggeeooggrraapphhiiccaallllyy  

sseeppaarraatteedd,,  aanndd  tthheerreeffoorree,,  rreellyy  oonn  eelleeccttrroonniicc  ddeevviicceess  aanndd  pprriinntt  

mmaatteerriiaallss  ffoorr  iinnssttrruuccttiioonnaall  ddeelliivveerryy..  DDiissttaannccee  eedduuccaattiioonn  iinncclluuddeess  

ddiissttaannccee  tteeaacchhiinngg  --  tthhee  iinnssttrruuccttoorr’’ss  rroollee  iinn  tthhee  pprroocceessss  --  aanndd  

ddiissttaannccee  lleeaarrnniinngg  --  tthhee  ssttuuddeennttss’’  rroollee  iinn  tthhee  pprroocceessss  ((pp..  119955))..      
A distinguishing feature of this approach is the conceptual separation 

of teaching from learning thereby inviting a distinctive analysis of the 
effectiveness of distance teaching as the conditions under which students best 
learn.  

 

It was clear that all of these definitions demonstrated that 

‘the separation of teacher and learner’ is in large measure 

fundamental to all forms of DE whether they be print-based, 

audio/radio-based, video/television-based, or computer-based.  This 

separation differentiates DE from conventional face-to-face 

teaching and learning, although some definitions include an element 

of face-to-face contact.  The structuring of learning materials and 

the linking of these learning materials to effective learning by 

students through an educational organisation differentiates DE from 

private study, learning from interesting books or cultural television 

programmes (Keegan, 1996: 42). 

  

From the above discussion there are certain common 

elements, which can be used to distinguish the concept of DE.   

For example, while Peters (1993a) demonstrated seven elements 

as a result of his analysis, Keegan (1980) summarised six 

elements from analysing these definitions.  However, both 

scholars agreed that the main characteristics of DE are:  

 The physical separation of teacher and student(s) is the main 

difference between DE and all forms of face-to-face 

lecturing.   
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  TThhee  uussee  ooff  tteecchhnniiccaall  mmeeddiiaa,,  uussuuaallllyy  pprriinntteedd  mmaatteerriiaallss,,  

ttoo  uunniittee  tteeaacchheerr  aanndd  ssttuuddeennttss  aanndd  ccaarrrryy  tthhee  eedduuccaattiioonnaall  

ccoonntteenntt  

  TThhee  lleeaarrnniinngg  uussuuaallllyy  ttaakkeess  ppllaaccee  iinn  tthhee  hhoommeess  ooff  tthhee  

ssttuuddeennttss    

  TThhee  tteeaacchhiinngg--lleeaarrnniinngg  pprroocceessss  aassssuummeess  tthhee  ffoorrmm  ooff  

sseellff--ssttuuddyy,,  hhoowweevveerr  gguuiiddeedd  bbyy  tthhee  tteeaacchheerr  
 

On the other hand, both analyses considered a variety of issues.  A key 
issue raised by Keegan is the importance of facilitating two-way 
communication and occasional meetings so that DE students can 
communicate directly with their teachers.  In contrast, Peters believes that the 
communication between teacher and student(s) through the exchange of 
mainly printed materials is sufficient.  This raises the question of the 
importance of sociability to learning, and as we should see it has prominence 
in this study in relation to regular Friday meetings between ODL students 
and tutors in the COLCU programmes.   
 

There is a final observation worth making: namely the development of 
these definitions reflects the increasing sophistication of the technology.  
Students and teachers can now meet face-to-face through teleconferencing and 

can exploit the web, thereby introducing an element of ‘customisation’ to the 

‘industrial’ process although whether developing countries can afford the 
technology is a further question.     

 

6. Conclusion: Does ODL allow larger numbers of students’ 

access to HE? 

It is claimed that ODL institutions have proved that the use 

of the distance teaching methods are efficient in terms of reaching 

disadvantaged groups.   For example, Gao and Li (1994) note that in 

China the use of distance teaching through printed materials, 

audiocassette, videocassette, Radio and TV and the third generation 

of electronics and communication has enabled teaching in 

geographically remote areas. Yichun, Zhiqi, and Wanzhen (2001) 
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state that in China, the Central Agricultural Broadcasting and 

Television School has offered more than 1.3 million people with 

different types of education from the school system and 2.45 million 

farmers, green certificate training.  Reid and Robertshaw (1992) 

declare that in Hong Kong the OL Institute (OLI), DE increased the 

numbers of student enrolments from 6000 in 1989 to about 17000 

students in 1991.  Mahmoud (2001) states that the DTU Payame 

Noor University accommodates 13 per cent of the total enrolment of 

state universities in Iran.  

 
However, access is only one element, the effectiveness of the learning 

is another?  For example, Holmberg (1993) in his work Key issues in distance 
education asked a very important question related to the nature of DE: does 
DE mainly cater for cramming and/or does it represent a truly educational 
activity favouring student autonomy?:  

AA  sseellff--ccoonnttaaiinneedd  ccoouurrssee,,  wwhhiicchh  ddooeess  nnoott  ccaauussee  ssttuuddeennttss  ttoo  

ccoonnssuulltt  ootthheerr  ssoouurrcceess  ooff  kknnoowwlleeddggee,,  mmaayy  oonn  tthhee  oonnee  hhaanndd  bbee  vveerryy  

eeffffeeccttiivvee,,  bbuutt  oonn  tthhee  ootthheerr  hhaanndd,,  iitt  mmaayy  nnoott  eennggaaggee  ssttuuddeennttss  iinn  aa  

ssccrruuttiinnyy  ooff  aarrgguummeennttss  aanndd  ddeevveelloopp  tthheeiirr  tthhiinnkkiinngg..    HHoowweevveerr,,  ssuucchh  aa  

ccoouurrssee  ccaann  eeaassiillyy  bbeeccoommee  aauuttooccrraattiicc,,  tteelllliinngg  ssttuuddeennttss  nnoott  oonnllyy  wwhhaatt  

ttoo  ddoo  bbuutt  wwhhaatt  ccoonncclluussiioonnss  aarree  pprrooppeerr  oonneess,,  tthhuuss  ddeepprriivviinngg  tthheemm  ooff  

tthhee  eexxeerrcciissee  ooff  tthheeiirr  oowwnn  ccrriittiicciissmm  aanndd  jjuuddggeemmeenntt  ((pp..  333311))..        
 

However, Holmberg has raised only one side of the problem, as there 
are many other aspects that need to be addressed.  For example, in respect to 

ODL students’ situation he asked: 

HHooww  lleeaarrnniinngg  ccaann  bbee  aacchhiieevveedd  tthhrroouugghh  tthhee  rreeaall  iinntteerraaccttiioonn  

bbeettwweeeenn  tteeaacchheerr  aanndd  ssttuuddeennttss  aanndd  eevveenn  bbeettwweeeenn  ssttuuddeenntt  aanndd  

ssttuuddeenntt,,  ssiinnccee  tthhee  mmaajjoorriittyy  ooff  tthheemm  aarree  eennggaaggeedd  iinn  wwoorrkk  aanndd  hhaavvee  

ssoocciiaall  rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittiieess  aanndd  ddoo  nnoott  hhaavvee  ttiimmee  eennoouugghh  ttoo  ssppeenndd  iinn  

hhaavviinngg  aa  ffaaccee--ttoo--ffaaccee  tteeaacchhiinngg  ((iibbiidd..  pp..112233))..      
 

Even if we agreed that two-way communication through 
teleconferencing or meetings could ensure cognitive learning, in the necessary 
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social environment to achieve learning, questions about the methods allowing 
this two-way communication will still be valid in the context of developing 
countries in relation to their economic feasibility.  At the same time, the 
production of pre-packaged materials has been criticised by Garrison (1993) as 
follows: 

SSiinnccee  tthheessee  mmaatteerriiaallss  pprreessccrriibbee  oobbjjeeccttiivveess  ffoorr  tthhee  ppuurrppoossee  ooff  

ssuussttaaiinniinngg  aass  mmuucchh  sseellff--iinnssttrruuccttiioonn  aass  ppoossssiibbllee,,  tthheenn  ssuucchh  aann  

aapppprrooaacchh  iinnhheerreennttllyy  rreefflleeccttss  aa  bbeehhaavviioouurraall  oorriieennttaattiioonn..  TThhee  

ddiiffffiiccuullttyy  iiss  tthhaatt  tthhiiss  aapppprrooaacchh  iiss  iinnaapppprroopprriiaattee  ttoo  tteeaacchh  hhiigghheerr  lleevveell  

ccooggnniittiivvee  ssttrraatteeggiieess  bbaasseedd  uuppoonn  uunnddeerrssttaannddiinngg  ooff  ccoommpplleexx  aanndd  iillll--

ssttrruuccttuurreedd  ccoonntteenntt  aarreeaass……CCooggnniittiivvee  lleeaarrnniinngg  tthheeoorryy  rreefflleeccttss  

uunnddeerrssttaannddiinngg  aass  aa  vvaalluueedd  oobbjjeeccttiivvee--  nnoott  jjuusstt  oobbsseerrvvaabbllee  aanndd  

mmeeaassuurraabbllee  bbeehhaavviioouurr  ((pp..  1122))..    

 

In other words, there may very little that is ‘open’ about 

distance learning strategies.  In this respect, McNay’s (1988) 

criticisms may be relevant.  He criticised ODL institutions because 

they have often been introduced to:  

PPrrootteecctt  ssttuuddeennttss  nnuummbbeerrss,,  nnoott  pprroommoottee  eexxtteennssiioonn  ooff  aacccceessss,,  oorr  

eexxppaannssiioonn  ooff  ooppppoorrttuunniittiieess,,  aanndd  wwaass  oofftteenn  aa  ssuubbssttiittuuttee  ffoorr  

ttrraaddiittiioonnaall  ccoouurrsseess,,  nnoott  ssuupppplleemmeenntt  ttoo  tthheemm  ((pp..  112288))..        
 

In fact the points raised in these criticisms are even more important in the 
context of developing countries.  In conclusion, it can be claimed that the 
expansion of ODL programmes is not aiming to offer students with a real 
chance, rather it aims to provide disadvantaged groups with a cheap chance.  
Hence, to ensure ODL institutions provide effective access to HE systems, the 
current review shows that ODL can be an effective solution for expanding 
access to HE in developing countries if:  

 Unconditional access ‘Open policy admission’ is provided to 

all students. 

 It addresses students’ needs in accessing ODL and why they 

need to enrol in ODL programmes including their socio-

economic and educational backgrounds.   
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 It provides students with an effective variety of teaching and 

learning methods to meet their different educational 

backgrounds. 

 It provides students with effective support at all levels of 

study to meet their different backgrounds and experiences.  
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