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PreFace

Towards a Culture of Quality is third in the line of quality assurance publications that 
the Commonwealth of Learning has brought out as part of its Perspectives on Distance 
Education series. 

The first, Quality Assurance in Higher Education appeared in 1994 partly “to provide 
a basis for the continuing attempt to develop quality assurance systems for distance 
education” and to “attempt to develop quality assurance systems for the Indian 
open universities and for the distance teaching components of conventional Indian 
universities.”1 The collection presented four case studies (three from Australia and one 
from New Zealand) and the possible lessons that India could learn. That India did learn 
these lessons rather quickly is clear from the fact that today it has one of the largest 
systems of open and distance education in the world, with 12 open universities and 104 
dual-mode institutions!

The second collection entitled Quality Assurance in Higher Education: Selected Case 
Studies appeared in 1997, bringing together seven case studies (one each from Germany, 
Norway, United Kingdom, Israel, India, Hong Kong and Canada). Highlighting the 
importance of the context wherein the issues of quality assurance are being tackled, 
its aim was “to demonstrate that it would be of value to learn more about modern 
quality assurance systems for distance education in an international context…(as)….
no quality assurance system can be transplanted from one institution to another across 
organisational, social, and cultural boundaries. The development must be home-grown, 
recognising its context.”2 What appeared radically new in 1997 has become almost a 
“given” within ODL institutions, which recognise that one size does not fit all! 

This volume is consistent with the thrusts of the earlier publications, yet differs by 
reflecting the new reality of the present decade. Like the first collection, it presents a few 
cases of best practice which may serve as exemplars for institutions developing their 
quality assurance systems. As in the second collection, it brings together 12 cases from 
different countries (two each from Australian and Indian institutions and one each from 
institutions in Botswana, Canada, the Caribbean, Hong Kong, Kenya, Nigeria, Uganda 
and the United Kingdom) that emphasise the importance of context in designing systems 
to suit specific needs. 

Similarities end there. While the earlier books were focused on higher education, this 
volume demonstrates that ODL methodologies have been successfully harnessed to 
service the entire spectrum of education and training, both basic and secondary on the 
one hand and postsecondary on the other. Additionally, this book attempts to move 
beyond external processes of quality assurance to internal mechanisms that promote 
the growth and sustenance of a culture of quality within institutions. The genesis of the 
quest for such essentials lies in the realisation that case studies, as individual and isolated 
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narratives of experiences, do provide an insight into those fundamentals which are so 
essential for building a culture of quality. The ultimate intention is not just to discover 
and display individual cases of good practice, but to establish a quality culture. 

While the nineties was seen as a decade in which quality concerns dominated discussions 
of distance education, with the phenomenal proliferation of open and distance learning 
(national and cross-border) across the Commonwealth and the world, today quality 
matters more than ever. We estimate that there are now over six million distance learners 
across the Commonwealth! It is time for ODL institutions to progress beyond formal 
quality assurance processes towards a culture of quality. 

How do we promote a culture of quality within institutions of open and distance learning? 
What would be the elements of such a culture? How are different institutions handling 
such challenges? Do such institutions require a different kind of leadership? Do they 
need a more decentralised, dialogic and democratic style of management? How does 
one generate a sense of ownership among the staff so that they are motivated to align 
themselves to institutional goals and give their best? What resources and training are 
needed? How can monitoring and evaluation become part of all processes, systems and 
sub-systems? What makes an institution reflect on its practice and commit to a continuous 
quest for excellence? Can the use of new ICTs help? With the increasing convergence of 
face-to-face, ODL and eLearning systems, is there need for separate quality assurance 
mechanisms or are the same criteria applicable to all systems? Are quality assurance 
agencies exclusive clubs? What level of credibility have they established? Who will 
accredit the accreditors? 

These are some of the questions that this book invites you to address. We think it timely 
that the existing best practices are publicised, partly in recognition of their contribution 
and partly as models for other practitioners and policy-makers to emulate/adopt/adapt. 
The rich experience and wisdom of its authors and editors make this book a valuable 
addition to the growing corpus of literature in the field of quality assurance in ODL. The 
Commonwealth of Learning hopes this book will buttress its efforts to foster communities 
of practice and cultures of quality and, through them, to bring quality education and 
training to marginalised and under-represented groups everywhere.

Sir John Daniel 
President and CEO, Commonwealth of Learning

 
 
 

1  Deshpande, P. M. &  Mugridge, I. (1994). “Preface”  in P. M. Deshpande & I. Mugridge,  
(Eds.)  (1994) Quality Assurance in Higher Education.. p. iii. ,Vancouver: The Commonwealth of 
Learning.  
2  Tait,  A. (1997). “Introduction”  in A. Tait,  (Ed.) (1997) Quality Assurance in Higher 
Education: Selected Case Studies. p. 2. Vancouver: The Commonwealth of Learning. 
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ProLoGue

toWarDs a cuLture oF QuaLity in 
oPen Distance LearninG: current 
Practices 

Badri N. Koul

1. BacKGrounD

The title Towards a Culture of Quality indicates that this third publication on the theme 
of quality in the COL Perspectives on Distance Education series widens the discussion 
beyond external quality assurance (QA) processes to a more generic focus on a “culture 
of quality.” The earlier two publications, which came out in 1994 and 1997, were 
useful in a) bringing attention to quality assurance in distance education, b) clarifying 
definitions and concepts of QA and c) studying QA mechanisms in the more mature 
providers of higher distance education. Quality assurance in distance education today is 
widely entrenched in national and institutional policies and practices. The jargon of QA 
has entered the lexicon of the common practitioner of open and distance learning (ODL) 
and even resource-poor institutions have set up some mechanisms for assuring quality, 
however rudimentary. This volume brings together a rich collection of experience from 
a diverse range of institutions, at basic and secondary as well as postsecondary levels, 
which we hope will enhance our understanding of how quality is assured by current 
practices and what are the critical elements for establishing a culture of quality.

When the Commonwealth of Learning brought out the first publication on quality 
assurance in higher education, we were told that “quality assurance, although relatively 
new to distance education, has been the subject of several conferences in the past year 
(i.e., 1993) and is beginning to emerge as a primary topic for distance education in 
the 1990s. Literature on this topic typically focuses on component parts of distance 
education” (Warren et al. 1994: 11). What is the validity of this comment over 10 
years down the line? In this volume, we read about “the belief of some in the field of 
distance education that distance teaching universities have been among the leaders in 
the establishment of effective quality assurance procedures and it is, in any case, certain 
that the major distance teaching universities attempted from the outset to build quality 
assurance procedures into their institutions” (Mugridge  2006: 126). Where then do 
we stand in relation to this apparent contradiction? Looked at in the overall context of 
over nine hundred years of European higher education, the less than four decades of 
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open and distance learning, as we know it today, seems a mere fledgling. And yet it has 
had phenomenal growth and outreach, especially within the developing world. This 
unprecedented growth has thrown up several challenges in relation to quality and “parity 
of esteem” with established systems. As such, any discourse on quality assurance in ODL 
is bound to remain incomplete unless situated within its dynamic global context. It is, 
therefore, appropriate that we briefly outline the broad contours of the development of 
ODL so that the case studies can be viewed against that backdrop.

2. tHe DynaMic GLoBaL conteXt oF oDL

The first generation1 ODL programmes (mainly correspondence courses) have been 
available in diverse forms and at various levels for over 150 years now. And yet they have 
not assumed the centrality that this long existence would presuppose. On the other hand, 
they have generally been considered “second rate” and “second chance” as provision for 
pedagogic interaction has been minimal, if at all. 

2.1 ODL profile — 1969–1999 

It is only during the last 35 years, that is, since 1969 when the British Open University 
marked a significant departure from correspondence courses, that ODL has become 
a mode to contend with and offered real opportunities for a more democratic and 
egalitarian channel of education. One could trace this further back to 1946 when the 
University of South Africa (UNISA) became the first ever dedicated distance education 
university. 

The British Open University, while emphasising the social purpose of education, 
emancipated it, for the first time, from the clutches of traditional constraints of 
qualifications, time and place with the help of innovations like open registration and 
distributed team teaching with an emphasis on self-learning, learner-centricity in student 
services and mediated didactic communication. Computer-marked assignments too were 
incorporated into this model. With learning replacing teaching as the crucial activity in 
this system, we notice the emergence of a new educational dispensation, namely ODL, 
which has made a lasting contribution to the evolution of education as an institution and 
has brought it to the centre stage of socio-economic development. Further developments 
in the evolution of education will remain anchored to this paradigm in thought and 
practice for a long time to come. The emergence of the second generation ODL products 
and operations can be traced to this “moment.” 

The success of the British Open University inspired the creation of similar institutions all 
over the world. There was a gradual shift from print as the staple technology to electronic 
technologies for enhanced interaction. Enthusiasm for and bold experimentation with 
additional technologies such as audio- and videotapes, audio- and video-teleconferencing, 
audio-graphic communication together with computer-assisted evaluation and course 
preparation prompted a new model of educational dispensation (in the late 1970s and the 
1980s) exemplified by the University of the West Indies (Distance Teaching Experiment), 
the China Central Radio and Television University and the University of the Air in Japan. 
These methodologies—the third generation ODL—have demonstrated new and powerful 
possibilities, but they are often cumbersome, always capital intensive and in the long-
term viable mainly in those institutions which can ensure economies of scale, or those  
 
1  For ODL generations, see also Taylor (1995; 2001).
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which have easy access to technology (satellites and the like) and adequate resources for 
maintaining the infrastructure required. 

With its base in the World Wide Web, the fourth generation ODL commenced with 
the first online courses around the mid-1990s, and with them the notion of the virtual 
university began to materialise. A virtual university is said to be virtual as it does not exist 
in a physical form which universities have traditionally been associated with. It delivers 
courses mainly online using Internet and/or Intranet communication facilities, though 
the use of study materials in print is not necessarily excluded. Instructional transactions 
are effected by means of computer conferencing and/or web-related technologies and 
contacts may be synchronous or asynchronous. With features like interactive multimedia 
presentations, computer-mediated communication, Internet access and WWW resources, 
the jurisdiction of a virtual university can be potentially global and its services 
omnipresent. 

Within the global context, the human society in general and the institution of education 
in particular are still in the process of comprehending the rapid changes and how these 
impact on educational processes. This situation is understandable, as the three decades 
(1969 to 1999) have introduced unprecedented and epoch-making changes in the 
philosophy, content, transaction and technology of education. Feeling only the trunk 
or the tail of the proverbial but postmodern educational elephant is then only natural! 
To complicate matters further, we are now in transition mode entering upon the fifth 
generation ODL that began to emerge at the turn of the previous century. In its impact it 
promises to go far beyond the overwhelming changes that we associate with the second 
generation ODL—we are referring to the work being done on learning objects and 
development and management systems together with their uses and applications (Porter  
2000). 

2.2 The emerging profile of ODL—post 2000

The fifth generation ODL marks a significant departure from its earlier incarnations 
in that it fully integrates pedagogy, educational and institutional management and 
technology, unlike its forerunners which used technology piecemeal and mainly for 
delivery purposes. Technology, as we will elaborate below, is now being used for every 
aspect of the enterprise—educational administration, learner management, learner 
preparation for readiness, curriculum construction, instructional design, support services 
including tutoring and library services as well as learner evaluation. 

The combination of learning objects and a development and management system 
has merged technology and pedagogy, creating a transactional paradigm that has 
applications for both ODL and face-to-face systems. Learning materials are developed 
digitally as learning objects which are small but self-contained items like text, images, 
audio and video clips, tests, learning objectives, etc., and held on a hypertext database. 
Special features2 built into them make it possible to assemble them into self-learning 
modules of varying types for differing levels of learner groups, as these modules can be 
deconstructed and reconstructed to repurpose and reuse them. 

Self-learning modules are built by assembling the required learning objects with the help 
of a development and management system. Using platform-independent standards and 
the IMS Global Learning Consortium’s metadata specifications, such a system features 

2  These special features are granularity, scalability and modularity. They help in constructing 
different study modules for different levels and purposes using the same educational assets. 
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interoperability that allows it to retrieve and transfer educational assets (different types 
of learning objects put together) from, to and across different systems to new delivery 
platforms. As a result, it provides i) for easy customisation of educational products 
for differing situations and needs, ii) for easy access to study materials through both 
proprietary and open source systems, whichever is available to learners, and iii) materials 
in any desired format—print, audio, video or their combinations from one and the same 
database. 

As for academic interaction, among the various strategies available, formative self-tests 
are used for enhancing motivation, providing immediate feedback and ensuring self-
learning as they help learners navigate through and engage with their courses actively. 
Based on question/item banks, comprising multiple-choice questions of differing 
difficulty levels, these tests are secure and easy to use anywhere anytime.  

It will be some time before the fifth generation ODL operations become commonplace, 
but there are several projects3 devoted to the system and their results should not take long 
to get institutionalised (see MIT  2001;  Garrett & Gibbons  2002). 

3. tHe institution oF eDucation at a 
crossroaDs 

While the second generation ODL emerged out of social concerns—mitigation of 
human sufferings caused by the World War II and integration of demobilised personnel 
into British society—the fifth generation ODL is driven by a host of factors, primary 
among which is the effort to harness the potential of information and communication 
technologies (ICTs). And this effort has triggered various other related developments.

3.1  Emerging convergence of pedagogy, technology and educational 
missions

Open source software movement: Initiated and being facilitated by Linux, the free 
open source software movement is gaining ground steadily. Using international ICT 
standardisation, it provides for free sharing of applications among developers and users, 
easy customisation of applications and interoperability, thereby undoing the stranglehold 
of proprietary applications. 

Collaborative purchasing, procurement and use of educational resources: Discarding 
their narrow differences, institutions get together and operate as single bodies to benefit 
from economies of scale, enhance their bargaining power and secure better after-sales 

3  For example:  
Canada—POOL (Portal for Online Objects in Learning): They are designing a prototype repository that 
can be used to store, manage and reuse learning objects. Another repository which they are designing stores 
broadband multimedia materials. They are also working on a metadata-tagging standard as a usable model 
for object identification. Retrieved from www.canarie.ca/  
netherlands—EML (Educational Modelling Language): The Open University of the Netherlands is 
developing EML, which aims at increasing interoperability and reusability of educational materials. 
Retrieved from http://eml.ou.nl/introduction/explanation.htm 
uSA—ADLNet: SCORM (Advanced Distributed Learning Initiative: Shareable Content Objects 
Reference Model): They are creating instructional objects and developing an international community of 
developers. http://www.adlnet.org 
uSA—IMS Global Learning Consortium: They are defining specifications for interoperability 
of applications and services in distributed learning and also working to support adoption of these 
specifications into products and services. Retrieved from www.imsproject.org and www.imsglobal.org
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services. An example is the Alliance of Community Colleges for Electronic Sharing 
(http://www.acces.org), established in the mid-1990s in Midwest USA, that makes 
substantial savings and ensures better maintenance for less. Another example is the 
Online Computer Library Centre (OCLC) described by Garrett & Gibbons (2002). It 
manages over 40 million titles in more than 400 languages for its members in over 
75 countries. Collaboration provides for rationalisation in purchasing new stocks and 
savings in labour, space and time, while each member enjoys services of a size much 
greater in proportion to its own holdings. 

Collaborative production and use of knowledge products: Michigan State University 
is developing an online cross-institutional distributed platform including a learning 
management system (Garrett & Gibbons 2002). The whole system runs on open source 
software allowing the member institutions to create and share learning objects through 
the common database, improve them through peer review and deliver them to their 
students according to their levels and needs. In addition, it provides for exchange of 
information, academic interaction, learner assessment and other operational facilities at 
much lower costs and with immense efficiency. Similarly, MIT has developed an Open 
Courseware Site (MIT  2001) that provides MIT materials online. They are available 
freely, and institutions can adapt them for their use locally.

Overall, it would appear that the institution of education is becoming more and more 
open and humane, as technology is forging proximities and convergences unknown 
hitherto: institutions are pooling their resources and administrative systems, technology 
is breaking away from the proprietary stranglehold, institutional visions are coming 
closer as once jealously guarded educational assets are being made public for the greater 
common good and, above all, the conventional mode is moving closer to ODL, and vice 
versa, building a new and potentially global trans-modal dispensation. Clearly, these 
developments have far-reaching implications for quality assurance in education/ODL. 

3.2 Emerging socio-educational trends

It is commonplace that ODL has added the industrial sub-system to the traditional 
administrative and academic sub-systems of face-to-face education. As may be inferred 
from the details in subsection 3.1, now ICTs constitute the fourth sub-system in 
contemporary ODL operations. This addition has significant implications for location-
independent contextual changes in education. Here we touch upon the more obvious ones.

1)  Economic stringency is the order of the day universally. Public investments 
demand accountability for appropriate returns much more stringently than ever 
before. The average expenditure per student seems to be going down steadily, 
and institutions find it difficult to manage their services within the funds available 
to them. Consequently, for its vast reach and mass application, ODL is seen as a 
boon, but at the same time some see quality becoming a casualty to quantity. This 
necessitates focused attention on quality concerns in ODL operations. 

2)  The purpose of education is seen more and more as a means of economic growth 
and that of realising one’s full potential for quality living, mobility and access to 
global and changing employment markets. This phenomenon drives more and 
more people of all descriptions to educational institutions, which cannot manage 
the deluge within their budgets. They turn to ODL operations, which of necessity 
must have a reasonable degree of market orientation. This points to the need for 
and the importance of sensitivity with respect to competition, shrinking older 
markets and also the new emerging and expanding ones. 
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3)  The emerging context of the rights approach to development is forcing more and 
more states to commit themselves to providing equal opportunities for education to 
their citizenry, irrespective of age, sex and levels of readiness. No wonder then that 
the learner profile is changing—constrained by their family, financial and work-
related situations, learners look for and take courses/degrees when they are already 
in a job; they prefer taking courses/degrees over longer periods of time, breaking 
their studies in between; they look for education/training that satisfies their 
immediate needs or fits into their long-term developmental strategies; and they 
prefer end-to-end user-friendly educational products and services—their behaviour 
is more like customers than the traditional fresh-from-the-school obedient students. 
To them, education/training must return the value of money spent on it, and they 
prefer it as a packaged, ready-to-use commodity.

4)  Imperceptibly but certainly and inexorably, we find ourselves being driven into 
a hitherto unknown context of cross-border trans-modal education/training 
with its moorings in contemporary high-end ICTs. Its influence appears to be 
overwhelming. We have moved from the first generation ODL systems to the 
fifth in an unimaginably short span of 35 years, consequent upon which we are 
faced with further divides—second generation ODL is already being referred to 
as traditional ODL; audio/video programmes and teleconferences, though still 
quite modern in many situations, are passé in others; the improving versatility 
and falling prices of technology together with aggressive marketing techniques 
are bringing education to learners’ doorsteps even in inaccessible locations, 
remote terrains and above all across borders in a way which many at grass roots 
level fail to understand even now, yet there are millions starved of education. 
Online courses, virtual universities, educational consortia and the new low-
cost Web/net appliances are bound to make education commonplace against all 
orthodoxies, yet there are countries and whole regions that cannot afford this 
gadgetry at present. 

5)  As for the institutional reaction to these developments, the more perceptive 
institutions have since started responding to the situation. Some of them have 
adopted a customer-oriented philosophy to build their plans and use pragmatics 
to implement them. Some opt for collaborations of various types to exploit their 
collective brand name and/or reap economies of scale; others enter the market 
after they remodel and repurpose their products and services with the help of 
innovations. Still others go for various combinations of the above three responses. 
Consequently, more and more educational institutions are turning into commercial 
enterprises in one way or the other. 

The trends outlined above and the corresponding institutional responses have a far-
reaching impact. As open distance education methodologies incorporate the campus-
based ones and vice-versa, the convergence of systems and thus the emergence of 
technology-enhanced global trans-modal operations are becoming a reality. The Open 
University of Hong Kong is now offering face-to-face education. The British Columbia 
Open University has now merged with the Thompson Rivers University, a conventional 
institution. Similarly, the governing board of the Université du Québec has announced the 
merger of the Télé-université with the Université du Québec à Montréal, a decision that 
the Government of Québec is expected to endorse shortly. Earlier, we witnessed single-
mode contact institutions becoming dual mode by offering distance education. Here is 
a reverse trend. This puts the institution of education at the crossroads! And so also the 
issue of quality assurance in education as well as in ODL! 
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4. tHe case stuDies

This volume features 12 cases, two each from Australian and Indian institutions and one 
each from institutions in Botswana, Canada, the Caribbean, Hong Kong, Kenya, Nigeria, 
Uganda, and the United Kingdom. The main criteria used to select the institutions/cases 
were:

a) Coverage of the entire Commonwealth—from the South Pacific to the Caribbean 
and from the North to the South

b) Focus on all the major levels of formal education—school, university and  
professional levels of education/training

c) Examples of non-formal education at grass roots level
d) An outline of the entire evolutionary path of ODL—from correspondence courses 

through distance education to ICT-enhanced multimedia education
e) Attention to all the major types of institution currently involved in ODL 

operations—single-mode dedicated institutions, dual-mode institutions, regional 
institutions and specialist institutions

f) An examination of all the major types of delivery system
g) Identification of exemplars that have earned international acclaim, exemplars that 

show excellence in resource-thirsty situations and those that show how transitions 
may be managed

It has not been easy to work with these criteria. We are, however, satisfied with what 
we have—12 cases from a broad institutional spectrum in terms of their geographical 
distribution, cultural variety and technological orientation. Four of the studies pertain 
to advanced economies and another four to weak economies with obvious implications 
for the application of ICTs and for establishing the processes of quality assurance in the 
respective countries. The overall focus is on the Commonwealth countries bringing forth 
the issues that COL may legitimately address in its efforts to fulfil its mandate. 

Each case begins with the section titled Background to introduce readers to the specific 
context of the case and ends with the section titled Towards a Culture of Quality to enable 
them to see what different countries and/or institutions think are the essential ingredients 
of establishing a culture of quality in the practice of open distance learning and how they 
established it or are in the process of doing so. The title of this volume is indicative of the 
importance we assign to this objective of the collection. Also the sequence of the cases 
as presented herein is intended to trace the evolutionary path mentioned above—we will 
come back to this point in the Epilogue. 

Botswana College of Distance and Open Learning (BOCODOL), 
Botswana: 

This case outlines the birth of an ODL institution, the genesis of which lies in the 
determination and conscientiousness of a socially responsive government. Though 
the initiative is patently top-down, credit goes to the management of BOCODOL for 
concerted efforts made to mitigate the stigma attached to ODL (so characteristic of the 
developing countries) through constructive quality legislation to begin with and the 
related strategies for its implementation with a keen eye on the negative forces of inertia, 
skepticism and resistance to change. 
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The BOCODOL case exemplifies:
a) One of the best possible triggers for laying the foundations of a culture of quality, 

namely the enabling legislation brought forth by a responsive government 
determined to commence restructuring education from the very lowest levels

b) Honest reformative efforts for utilising ODL modalities brought to naught by a 
lack of preparedness and the resolve of a fledgling state to come up with stronger 
strategies for actualising the vision of growth and development

c) A classic case of having to learn on the job, do the job and do it well at one and the 
same time

d) How decentralised inclusive democratic processes, slowly but steadily, i) build 
an appreciation for the potentials of a new modality like ODL and the quality 
concerns therein, ii) make the once opponents of ODL embrace and own it and iii) 
put together various efforts to show how it works to give us quality products and 
services

Overall, it is a miniature saga, painful in parts but refreshing, of pioneers who had to 
discover their paths, learn to take their initial steps, face jeering opposition, overcome 
it with determination and establish a new culture in which quality concerns guide the 
operations. There is no high-end technology in use here, but there is enough in the package 
that makes it a quality exemplar in an environment characterised by shortage of funds. 

Kyambogo University (KYU), Kampala, Uganda: 

This is a case that does not cover the whole institution, nor a whole array of programmes. 
It is neither an evaluation of institutional quality concerns nor the procedures being 
followed, nor a description of what has been achieved as a result of following any quality 
regime. The case pertains to a single ODL programme of an institution that is still in the 
making. It is a teacher-training programme of immense importance for a nation where 
teachers are short in supply. The operational scenario outlined is characterised by lack of 
funds, lack of human resources and lack of infrastructure. What should be the profile of 
quality in such a situation? And how to assure it? No straightforward answers!

This study is unique as it has addressed directly the issue at the core of this publication. 
It is explicit about the role and significance of attitude and ethos in the process of quality 
assurance, which it portrays as a function of the level of “care” that can be given by an/a 
institution/country to the ultimate beneficiary—the learner. Quality lies in the quality 
of study materials and learner support—the best materials together with the best learner 
support ensure quality learning experiences. This is pragmatics. 

Our interest in this study lies in the fact that, in its final analysis, it looks at “culture” as 
a package of attitudes and ethos, which direct and execute whatever action is visible in 
our day-to-day dealings. “Culture of care,” says the study, has its basis in a philosophy of 
life espoused by traditional communities universally. As it gets materialised into sincere 
and intimate acts of support for learners, they experience immense satisfaction in their 
involvement with the educational/training programme they are engaged in. 

Though this case does not talk of the use of high-end technology, it is interesting that 
the said ODL programme is the trendsetter for quality assurance at KYU, which should 
not be surprising as it is ODL that brought the issue of quality in education to the centre 
stage—till then we had been talking of standards! 
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The Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU),  
New Delhi, India:

This study is an interesting and instructive exercise in integrating national development 
objectives with those of education/training at grass roots level. It pertains to a programme 
meant for the elected members of local self-government and other officials and 
functionaries in central India. The task was to train masses to shoulder local development 
initiatives, and the organisers hinge the quality of the programme on how they address the 
following issues:

a) The large size of the clientele
b) The diversity of its subgroups in terms of their entry behaviour—levels of literacy 

and learning habits as well as abilities
c) The complexity of the content of the training (in view of item b above) to be 

imparted
d) Sustainability of the programme

To begin with, ground realities are analysed in terms of a realistic profile of the clientele, 
the kind of technology available that may be put to use, the kind of human resources 
needed and actually available for a sustainable activity, the timeframe and the funding 
available for implementing the project. With this information at hand, meticulous plans 
featuring strategies addressing the issues identified above are outlined and implemented 
with determination. The lessons learnt are as follows:   

a) Needs analysis contributes to the quality of a programme as it helps in identifying 
the content relevant to the programme and in choosing an effective mode for 
delivering it.

b) Focused attention should be given to the learning abilities and styles of the target 
group. This helps in i) deciding what the various structural components of the 
training package should be, ii) assigning realistic weights to the various media 
components in the package, iii) incorporating workable learning experiences in 
the materials, and iv) deciding the kind of evaluation strategy that may suit the 
programme best. 

c) For the quality of the delivery mechanism, especially if it is labour intensive with 
meagre technological inputs, staff-development programmes and their effective 
implementation constitute a prerequisite. Building the capacity of staff (trainers, 
course writers, counsellors and other support personnel) plays a very crucial role 
and has to be systematically planned and implemented. 

d) Training at grass roots level is not a one-shot exercise. It needs effective follow-up 
through regular reinforcement of the necessary knowledge and skills inputs if long-
term success is to be ensured. 

African Virtual University (AVU), Nairobi, Kenya: 

Kuzvinetsa P. Dzvimbo and Catherine W. Kariuki present the case of quality assurance 
at the African Virtual University (AVU). With its headquarters in Kenya and a regional 
office in Senegal, the AVU is engaged in offering online programmes to a diverse 
clientele comprising countries  in both the anglophone and the francophone Africa. It is 
a unique case of contemporary ICT applications in a tecnological environment that does 
not match them adequately, as it outlines how AVU had to face shock after shock and in 
the process explore and discover what it requires to accommodate high-tech applications 
in a resource-starved environment in order to assure quality in its operations. 
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AVU offers courses/progrmmes which it receives from developed countries such as 
Australia and Canada, and course delivery is effected through various universites and 
institutions of higher learning at Learning Centres established for the purpose. This is a 
situation that necessitates ensuring quality assurance activities not only at four distinct 
levels of operation (the donor institution, the AVU, the collaborating African institution 
and among the staff thereof), but also in the process and outcomes of integrating the 
activities at these levels. 

Besides discussing the major issues being faced in the process of adopting and sustaining 
online learning in higher education in Africa, the case identifies the various means to 
support and sustain quality in these operations: 

a) Development of proactive programmes to improve local expertise in the design, 
development and delivery of online teaching

b) Development and use of programmes to support and maintain student readiness
c) Provision of adequate technology infrastructure and its maintenance to support the 

programmes
d) Provision for ensuring access and equity in the delivery of programmes
e) Use of strategies supporting the design and development of online programmes 

based on customising and reusing learning objects
f) Provision for establishing practices that help in mainstreaming online delivery  

within the process of higher education transactions
g) Focused research at African institutions to fully understand what quality assurance 

systems may work in the African context and how to implement them

National Teachers’ Institute (NTI), Kaduna, Nigeria:

Presented by Abdurrahman Umar from the National Teachers’ Institute (NTI), Kaduna, 
Nigeria, this is a case that highlights a government’s determination to allow and foster 
only the quality ODL operations from among the ones established in response to rising 
demands for education at various levels and of various types, of which teacher education 
is clearly more pressing than others. Though NTI has been a pioneer in distance-taught 
teacher-training programmes, its quality concerns are of a recent origin and were 
motivated primarily by government interventions for streamlining ODL operations as 
well as the teacher-training programmes and equally enthusiastically worked on by the 
recent leadership of the institute. In general, the notion of quality assurance in Nigerian 
ODL appears to be guided by the idea of “parity with the conventional face-to-face 
training programmes.” Thus, parity in entrance qualifications, parity in the duration of 
courses/programmes, parity in the nature of learner assessment and the like are seen as 
the major quality assurance strategies. For the sake of social credibility, NTI is not geared 
to harvest the full potential of ODL methodologies—in fact, the NTI system is not open; 
it is a traditional DE operation. 

The more positive side of the case pertains to:
a) The amply decentralised administrative setup
b) Inclusiveness in terms of the involvement of all the stakeholders in the more than 

elaborate process of monitoring
c) High-quality courseware prepared by high-level experts selected from reputed 

universities
d) Elaborate and extensive arrangements for learner-support services
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e) Academic collaboration with a large number of higher education institutions 
including 12 collaborating universities

f) A reasonable capacity-building provision
g) The recent move to establish contemporary ICT infrastructure and applications

The Institute is bound to improve its quality assurance operations with improved 
infrastructure and expanded strategies.

Yashwantrao Chavan Maharashtra Open University (YCMOU), 
Nashik, Maharashtra, India:

This study emphasises the contextual relevance of best practices and quality assurance 
strategies. Further, it highlights: 

a) That quality concerns keep changing progressively with the growth of an institute, 
consequent upon which quality assurance is a dynamic process that should 
accompany institutional development 

b) That experiential dictates rather than theoretical schemas should serve as the 
guiding principles in the pursuit of quality

It is within this ideological frame that the study focuses on institutional commitment and 
care, curricular flexibility, flexibility in learning strategies, learner-support services and 
assessment as the quality concerns of YCMOU. The range and levels of courses on offer, 
the variety in curricular content and learner activities, the diverse provision for learner 
support, multiple models of assessment and learner interaction place YCMOU in a class 
of its own, where the illiterate and the learned claim equality as learners. 

Some of the lessons from YCMOU are: 
a) That best practices of today should yield to those of tomorrow, making room for 

continuous growth in the quality of products, etc.
b) That the use of higher-end technology, though desirable, should not blind us to 

other significant concerns such as equity and access, nor should we be driven by 
the idea that one and the same technology suits each and every situation

c) That the selection of workforce should be merit-based
d) That the staff involved needs continuous sensitisation
e) That innovations (curricular, management or delivery related) should go hand-in-

hand with the corresponding developments in infrastructure
f) That activities and practices should be extended to wider contexts only after they 

are tested locally

The University of the West Indies Distance Education Centre 
(UWIDEC), The West Indies: 

Though this study presents a case of work in progress—preparation and application of 
a quality assurance tool—it is interesting and instructive as it deals with a traditional 
university turning to dual-mode operations. Problems inherent in such a switch over 
are grounded in the existing legislation (fossilized for face-to-face operations) and the 
operational mind-set pertaining to general administration and student support services. 
Both of these factors militate against any and every quality thrust, whatever its source 
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and motivation. On top of this, the study brings forth the case of transition to high-tech 
applications. Clearly, the level of resistance and implementation-related problems should 
multiply. How does one move ahead in such a situation?

As it appears, in this case the drive for quality products and dispensation comes from the 
staff concerned, who feel pressed not only for establishing their own credentials and the 
credibility of what they have on offer, but also for converting the general as well as the 
financial administration and the academic setup into a mechanism that benefits distance 
learners. This is a study that shows:

a) How the staff dispersed over three campuses get together to put in concerted and 
cooperative efforts to bring in technology and innovations in a region suffering 
from uneven development and poor local availability

b) How one may look for affordable technology solutions (grab at and derive from 
relevant research done anywhere, learn from each other, look for and switch over 
to cheaper options) and adapt them to suit one’s own situation

c) Where to start when switching over to high-tech applications (obviously at the 
lower-end of the technology spectrum)

The case points to a very high level of mutual trust among the colleagues, a clear 
understanding of the objective and a pragmatic approach to project implementation as the 
key factors for success. As the overall activity pertains to quality assurance, we do see 
these factors contributing to a culture of quality! 

Open University of Hong Kong (OUHK), Hong Kong:

The quality assurance strategies of the Open University of Hong Kong (OUHK) focus 
on output measures in relation to its products and services and not on input measures 
of varied components as is the case with most other institutions. Having to strive for 
financial self-sufficiency right from its inception, when established as the Open Learning 
Institute of Hong Kong, no institution understands “change” and its management better 
than OUHK. As it grew from an open learning institution charged to achieve financial 
self-sufficiency within five years into a dedicated single-mode open university, it had 
to work for yet another change to become a dual-mode university in a short span of 15 
years—so far, a rare case of a single-mode open university turning into a dual-mode open 
university. All along it has had to integrate its concerns for institutional reputation, the 
social relevance of its offerings and academic standards in its quality assurance protocols 
necessarily. To achieve a balanced mix, quality, cost-effectiveness, cost-efficiency and 
innovation have been its guiding principles, which it never lost sight of. 

Some of the lessons from this case are as follows: 
a) How to cope with imported quality assurance protocols (more like a top-down 

process of quality control) as a pragmatic strategy to satisfy local social ethos
b) How to gradually transfer the responsibility of quality assurance from the top 

management to the faculty and other real operational levels, giving them the 
ownership of the exercise and thus lay the foundations of a culture of quality

c) How to be vigilant about the market realities and show responsiveness to socio-
political changes, never ever compromising on quality concerns

d) How to bring in innovations of different kinds (legislation, technology, 
collaboration, course dispensation and institutional re-engineering) while 
maximally safeguarding the quality of the products supplied and services rendered 
to learners—the ultimate concern
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University of Guelph (UoG), Ontario, Canada:

In his presentation of the case of the University of Guelph, Ian Mugridge brings us details 
of a comprehensive quality assurance programme, the success of which is evidenced by 
the available statistics. It is the case of a country which is far advanced in the pursuit of 
quality in her educational enterprise, particularly in her distance education programmes. 
Given the culture of the country as a whole, the constituent provinces do not lag behind, 
as most of them have state-initiated quality assurance legislation in place, which 
invariably covers both the face-to-face and open distance education. The province of 
Ontario is no exception to this general rule. The University of Guelph in Ontario adheres 
to the provincial legislation meticulously. 

The provincial legislation comprises straightforward statements listing the expectations of 
the state and directions regarding how those expectations may be fulfilled. The university 
in turn has set up mechanisms to generate relevant policies, implement decisions, monitor 
execution of plans, review activities and their outcomes and, if required, put correctives 
in place. Wherever needed, innovations and reengineering are encouraged, worked on and 
introduced. In all this, special attention is paid to learner needs, course development and 
delivery, learner support and administrative flexibility to provide a variety of entry and 
exit points. Overall, the case highlights the importance of commitment (not on paper only 
but in practice as well) to quality assurance at all the operational levels—the national, the 
provincial and the institutional. In such cases all the available time and energy get utilised 
profitably in improving the quality of the content as well as the transactions of education.     

Open University of the United Kingdom (OUUK), Milton Keynes, 
England:  

This is the case of a pioneer institution—OUUK defined the notion of openness, 
established the team approach to course production and developed the supported learning 
system. Innovations in the social arena, especially if they challenge the age-old and 
well-entrenched rituals head on, are particularly difficult to put in place. Tradition and 
social skepticism are the two major hurdles they face. Ironically, in the case of OUUK, 
these very impediments proved to be the seedbeds where its quality assurance regime 
germinated. OUUK had to prove the credentials of its philosophy of open education, 
demonstrate the practicability of the distance mode of education and also establish a 
symbiotic relationship between the two—the distance mode finds its philosophical 
moorings in open education, which in turn finds its practical expression in distance 
education. The single most significant stratagem to meet this colossal challenge was to 
conceive, plan, put in place and adhere to a well-orchestrated quality assurance system. 
The study outlines how OUUK met this challenge and in the process succeeded in 
creating a culture of quality in its enterprise. 

Some of the significant contributions to this culture, as the study shows, came from:
a) The leadership that outlines the philosophy for action and also prescribes the mode 

of action
b) The personnel (together with their own convictions and their own or acquired 

relevant orientations) who operate the systems
c) The government which, through its agencies, functions as both a part funding and a 

quality assuring body at one and the same time

Clearly, the saga of quality assurance at OUUK is more a story of innovative and 
determined human resources than anything else.
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School of the Air (SOTA), Open Access College, South Australia:

This presentation details an excellent case of institutional re-engineering—replacing 
applications of high frequency radio with those of contemporary ICT in educational 
dispensation. In the process, it outlines the quality concerns with regard to the latter with 
a focus on enhanced learning outcomes on the part of remote and isolated learner clusters. 
These concerns are dealt with pragmatically, using focused strategies. The related 
implementation process, as outlined, is not only a narrative regarding what was done and 
how at the various stages of the project, but also a set of precise lessons as to how other 
institutions may plan and work out their options for the re-engineering and dispensation 
of quality education.

Creating and establishing a culture of quality in ODL operations (pertaining to the related 
products, processes or services) are essentially exercises in re-engineering, required so 
badly all over the world, but more so in developing countries. This case shows us: 

a) How the social/community context should serve as the basic canvas to work on
b) How the needs and concerns of the ultimate beneficiaries (i.e., the learners) should 

be the main focus of quality assurance thrusts
c) How quality enhancement efforts that are meticulous show tangible results, 

which in turn bring forth not only recognition, social as well as academic, but also 
funding which is a problem everywhere

d) How innovations in educational transactions may strike firm roots 
e) How the philosophy and the practice of ODL find their enhancement in ICT 

applications

In all this, we notice that a new era of educational dispensation is in and that it is here to 
stay. 

University of Southern Queensland (USQ), Toowoomba, Southern 
Queensland, Australia:

Alan Smith’s case of the University of Southern Queensland paints a system of quality 
assurance that has the whole globe as its canvas. There are three significant points that 
emerge from this case:

a) A futuristic view of educational dispensation is that the three modes of delivery, 
namely the conventional face-to-face delivery, the traditional distance delivery 
and the ICT-enhanced online delivery, have to be made available all at one and the 
same time to all who look for them.

b) The operational domain of a quality institution has to be the entire globe, making it 
necessary for such an institution to provide such content, support services, learning 
experiences, delivery mechanisms and evaluation tools/strategies that have trans-
border relevance and acceptance.

c) Quality assurance in educational dispensation is a continuous process that helps 
in i) elaborating and putting to practice the view mentioned at a) above and ii) 
harnessing the contemporary technology and research inputs (instructional design, 
deconstructing and restructuring educational assets for multiple uses, market 
surveys, etc.) for effective and cost-efficient global operations mentioned at b) 
above.
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This case is highly instructive in that it details not only the quality assurance procedures 
followed and the practices effected, but also how those procedures and practices are used 
to build a symbiotic relationship between the process of achieving the institutional trans-
border objectives and the process of enhancing institutional educational repositories and 
delivery mechanisms.

5. a concLusion WHicH is aLso an 
introDuction…

We have used technology and case-specific operational experience as the organising 
framework for this book, beginning with the use of low-end technologies and new 
experiences and concluding with more cutting-edge innovations and mature experiences. 
We now invite you, Dear Reader, to enter the experiences of our colleagues from different 
parts of the world and to raise your own questions and to seek your own insights against 
the backdrop outlined in sections 2 and 3 above. For our part, we will wait until the 
Epilogue, where we return to these cases and present our conclusions.
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aBstract

This case study provides a disquisition of quality assurance processes at BOCODOL 
and how the processes have impacted on individual employees, organs and overall 
performance of the college. To set the scene, it briefly highlights the history of distance 
education in Botswana. The demographic data give a further insight into the country’s 
status as a developing economy. The educational policy developments of 1977 and 1993 
are highlighted as the foundations on which the current education system is based. The 
latter policy development, which resulted in the publication of the Revised National 
Policy on Education (RNPE), has become the reference point for major educational 
advancements in Botswana. Issues of quality in education feature very prominently in 
the RNPE, whereas the 1977 policy had focused on  quantity. As a result of the quest for 
quality education emphasised by the RNPE, BOCODOL was established with a mandate 
that mirrored this desire.

The study thus traces the origins of quality assurance within the college. The process 
and route that the college took to make quality assurance an integral part of the college 
business are outlined as well as the challenges encountered in the process and how they 
were handled and also an enumeration of the positive impact that the college has had as 
a result of the implementation of the Quality Assurance Policy. Clearly, quality assurance 
is not and should not be perceived as an end in itself within the context of BOCODOL. It 
is a means, and the end should rather be seen as the improved quality of life experienced 
by those who have had a brush with the interventions of the college.
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1. BacKGrounD

Botswana is a landlocked country at the centre of Southern Africa. The country covers an 
area of 582,000 square kilometres and has a population of about 1.7 million (Republic of 
Botswana 2001). Most people speak Setswana as their native language. English, the other 
official language, however, is used widely in government and business as well as in all 
post-primary education.

After 80 years as a British protectorate, Bechuanaland attained self-governance in 1965 
and independence in 1966, thus becoming the Republic of Botswana. Botswana has, 
since independence, maintained a stable democracy and it has, since the 1970s, been 
able to diversify its economy away from marginal agriculture due to the discovery of 
diamonds and the development of nickel-copper matte and limited tourism (Pfotenhauer 
1990). At the time of independence 4 percent of the population lived in urban areas, 
whereas by the early 1990s the proportion of urban dwellers had risen to 30 percent with 
formal employment rising from 14,000 to 222,700 jobs (World Bank 1993). Whilst there 
has undoubtedly been rapid economic growth since independence, this has not been 
commensurate with the growth in the labour force. For example, between March 1991 
and March 1996, the formal employment sector grew by 1.1 percent, while the labour 
force grew by 3.4 percent annually. Unemployment increased from 14 percent to 21 
percent during the same period and had reached a record high of 34.6 percent by 1998 
(Republic of Botswana 1998). Unemployment remains acute amongst the youth, who 
constitute 60 percent of the population. Be that as it may, a stable government and an 
expanding economy have made a steady growth in the educational system a reality. 

As a result of the adoption of the National Policy on Education, 1977, educational 
development has been characterised by the massive expansion of school places. For 
example, between 1979 and 1991, enrolments in the primary sector, the secondary 
sector and the University of Botswana rose by 91 percent, 342 percent and 315 percent 
respectively. Literacy rates have similarly benefited from the expansion of educational 
facilities, and to date the rates stand at 80 percent and 82 percent amongst females and 
males respectively (Ministry of Finance and Development Planning 2004). 

As part of the Ministry of Education policy to increase access to post primary education, 
a ten-year basic education programme is being implemented. This consists of seven 
years of primary and three years of junior secondary schooling. After the latter three 
years, students sit the Junior Certificate Examinations and, depending on the availability 
of places, successful pupils proceed to senior secondary education, which lasts for two 
years. In 2004, 52 percent of students who completed the Junior Certificate successfully 
got admission to senior secondary schools. The transition rate is expected to increase to 
100 percent by the year 2016 (as per the National Vision 2016) when Botswana will have 
been independent for 50 years.

Education in Botswana is currently free up to the senior secondary level, with the 
government meeting the full costs of tuition, books and students’ meals as well as 
boarding in some remote rural secondary schools. There are, however, indications that, 
effective from January 2006, the payment of fees will be introduced at the secondary 
school level. 

1.1 Policy initiatives within education

Educational development in Botswana is attributed to two landmark policies, which 
are premised on the findings of presidential commissions of 1976 and 1993. The 
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Commissions, guided by their terms of reference, consulted widely as they reviewed 
the educational system. The first National Policy on Education (Education for Kagisano  
1977), which emphasised access mainly to the basic education and to a lesser extent to 
the other levels, was adopted in 1977. Following its adoption, educational opportunities 
were substantially expanded as exemplified by the increase in enrolment between 
1979 and 1991. The number of primary schools reached 700 from about 500, while 
that of secondary schools increased from 23 to 230 during the same period. Teacher 
training colleges increased threefold from two to six, whilst vocational institutions were 
introduced in most of the major population centres.

The second policy, commonly referred to as the Revised National Policy on Education 
(RNPE 1994), based on the recommendations of the second National Commission on 
Education, was adopted in 1994. Unlike the first policy, which focused on the quantitative 
expansion in the system of education, the second policy calls for qualitative improvement 
in the system. Through the latter policy, the government has identified seven key issues 
that are considered vital to the development of education in the future.

The issues are as follows:
(i) Access and equity, given the prevailing imbalances between regions and genders 

in terms of access to educational opportunity
(ii) Effective preparation of students for life, citizenship and the world of work
(iii) Development of training that is responsive and relevant to the needs of economic 

development
(iv) Improvement and maintenance of quality in the system of education
(v) Enhancement of the performance and status of teaching as a profession
(vi) Effective management of the system of education
(vii) Cost-effective financing of education with emphasis on cost sharing

These issues are supposed to form the focus of the educational policy and development 
for a period of 25 years, effective from 1994.

1.2 Distance education provision

The first traces of formal distance education date back to the pre-independence era 
of our history, when an elementary teachers’ training project (1960–1965), facilitated 
by colonial masters, was undertaken. By the time the project came to its end, it had 
demonstrated the viability of distance education as an alternative method of training 
teachers. Accordingly, the government’s attempts to overcome severe shortages of trained 
teachers caused by the post-independence (1966) demographic pressures for primary 
education should be considered against the backdrop of the success of the 1960–1965 
project  (Nhundu, Kamau & Thutoetsile 2002). Another project that aimed to upgrade 
the qualifications of primary school teachers was undertaken between 1968 and 1973, 
through which 700 teachers were trained. The success of this project encouraged 
the government to set up the Botswana Extension College (BEC) in 1973 with the 
assistance of the International Extension College (IEC). It was thus the first government 
secondary level correspondence education school ever to be established in Botswana. In 
collaboration with UNESCO and the Department of Extra Mural Services (DEMS) of 
the University of Botswana, Lesotho and Swaziland1, which later became the Institute 

1  The University of Botswana, Lesotho and Swaziland was a consortium owned and managed 
by the three countries. The University of Botswana evolved from this consortium and has been 
functioning since 1982. The consortium does not exist any more.
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of Adult Education, BEC initiated consultations for a functional literacy programme 
that targeted about 250,000 adults and youths. A literacy project was consequently 
implemented by BEC from 1977 to 1978.

Experiences of the BEC resulted in the creation of the Department of Non-formal 
Education in 1978 following the recommendations of the National Commission on 
Education (1976). The department in turn created a unit, among others, to specifically 
look after distance education. The unit developed printed materials for its programmes 
and engaged serving secondary school teachers as part-time support staff at its learning 
centres.

The department, however, experienced several problems in the implementation of its 
distance education programmes; among them the more pressing ones were the following, 
as identified by the second National Commission on Education (Republic of Botswana 
1993):
•	 Lack of resources—personnel, space, budget, etc.
•	Understaffing and lack of expertise in distance education
•	 Lack of institutional and professional status
•	 Lack of relevant learning materials
•	 Inability to respond promptly to learners needs

With a view to these constraints, the Commission recommended the establishment of a 
semi-autonomous distance education college that would take over the activities of the 
distance education unit of the Department of Non-formal Education. Consequently, the 
Botswana College of Distance and Open Learning (BOCODOL) was instituted by an 
Act of Parliament in 1998. In accordance with the provisions of the RNPE, the college 
was mandated to expand education and training opportunities to out-of-school youth and 
adults, through the use of distance education methodologies. To fulfil this mandate, and 
based on the shortcomings mentioned above, the RNPE identified the following key tasks 
for the college:
•	 To improve access to learning opportunities nationwide on a large scale to reach out-

of-school young people and adults who need knowledge and skills to improve their 
quality of life

•	 To broaden the range of courses on offer by including vocational, professional, 
management and other programmes in addition to the Junior Certificate (JC) and 
General Certificate in Secondary Education (GCSE) courses already on offer

•	 To improve the effectiveness of the teaching materials and learner support services 
by introducing new instructional design, multimedia approaches and the use of new 
information and communication technology

•	 To improve the efficiency of the distance education operations and introduce cost 
recovery strategies in order to achieve financial autonomy progressively

Undoubtedly, the mandate of the college and its specific tasks outlined above mirror the 
central theme of the RNPE which is “quality education.” Accordingly, BOCODOL’s 
operations are a) guided by a Quality Assurance Policy drawn within the framework of 
the referred central theme of RNPE and b) prompted by the college’s vision of becoming 
recognised internationally as an institution of excellence in open and distance learning. 
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2. tHe oriGins anD DeveLoPMent oF QuaLity 
assurance initiatives in BocoDoL

Since its inception, BOCODOL has been aspiring to be a college of excellence in open 
and distance learning (ODL). There have been numerous challenges to the realisation 
of this ideal. One of the major challenges was that the college had to contend with the 
stereotype that distance education was substandard in comparison with the mainstream 
face-to-face education. This was premised on the history of extremely poor results of 
candidates who had hitherto studied by distance and/or correspondence. Very few would 
manage to complete their studies successfully, while even fewer attained pass grades in 
their programmes. Although the Government of Botswana, through RNPE, spearheaded 
the formation of a dedicated distance education institution that ultimately saw the birth 
of BOCODOL, skepticism about the wisdom of establishing the college in view of 
the history of distance education in Botswana continued among the various groups of 
government officials.

The college has had to justify its existence in view of this skepticism. It was therefore 
resolved that every employee recruited should “hit the ground running” to speedily 
dispel the stigma that has been attached to distance education. Since the challenge is 
multifaceted, the college had to use multi-pronged strategies in the pursuit of excellence 
and best practices in ODL. Capacity-building in ODL became a primary tool in ensuring 
that the college marched towards excellence. This was realised through the efforts of the 
British Department for International Development (DFID), which provided technical 
support and financed numerous consultancies and training programmes, and the 
Botswana government for the generous subvention that the college used for, among other 
things, training the staff on the job with the help of specifically relevant programmes and 
courses. 

Another strategy that the college adopted in pursuit of excellence was to participate in 
regional distance education conferences, seminars and associations’ meetings with a 
view to learn from other ODL providers. During the meeting of the Distance Education 
Association of Southern Africa (DEASA) held in Namibia Windhoek in 2002, quality 
assurance was discussed as one of the strategies that could boost the image of ODL 
and the confidence of citizens to embrace it. That meeting became a watershed for 
BOCODOL with regard to its pursuit of quality assurance in ODL. The college Director 
appointed a committee to develop a quality assurance policy for the college. This 
committee comprised three managers, an Editor and the Research and Quality Control 
Advisor. It should be noted here that, other than the Research and Quality Control 
Advisor, none of the committee members had any exposure to quality assurance in 
education.

The committee had to read extensively about the subject on the Internet and in libraries 
to understand the concept before attempting to do any work on the development of the 
college quality assurance policy. A couple of discussion meetings were held, after which 
the committee members felt confident to apply their minds to the task at hand, which 
appeared to be immensely difficult as the members were taking on the role of pioneers 
in the area of developing a quality assurance policy for education and in particular for 
ODL. First, the committee had to ensure that the policy they would develop did not 
demand the college to fit into it; instead, it should fit into the college operations. This was 
a crucial decision as the committee had to make sure that the policy enhanced college 
activities and performance and that it did not meet any significant resistance from the 
staff members.
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In developing the policy, the committee agreed that each committee member should 
outline what his/her department is doing. It must be noted that members of the committee 
were drawn from all college departments and as such it was not difficult to put together 
all the specific functions of the various departments. This detail was necessary in the 
process of setting standards for each department. The committee set measurable standards 
and also listed the benchmarks/verifiers for each standard. This process proved to be very 
tedious as it required us to go into the nitty-gritty of the college business. 

This, however, helped the committee to move on to work out the framework of the policy 
document. The first thing that was done was to define the roles and the responsibilities of 
the various organs/individuals within the college—Executive Management, Departmental 
and Regional Management, Research and Quality Control Advisor, Internal Auditor 
and Quality Advisory Committee (QAC), which is an entirely new body that was 
recommended by the committee working on the development of the quality assurance 
policy. The exercise of defining the said roles and responsibilities was very important as 
it is necessary that each cadre know exactly what their responsibilities are, so that they 
support the quality assurance initiatives without any hesitation or doubt. Also, the QAC’s 
terms of reference2 were developed, and the team started work in earnest. 

The first task after the development of the draft policy document was to work with a 
consultant engaged to review the document and to make appropriate recommendations. 
The consultant blessed the draft policy but made a key recommendation that the standards 
should have quality indicators and verifiers. The committee reviewed all the standards 
before submitting the draft Quality Assurance Policy to the Director, who in turn had it 
circulated within the college to all the staff members for discussion and review before 
submitting it to the Board of Governors in May 2003 for their input and endorsement of it 
as a college policy document.

3.  iMPLeMentation oF tHe QuaLity assurance 
PoLicy: strateGies anD cHaLLenGes  

Following the adoption of the policy by the college Board, the QAC started an extensive 
programme of sensitising all the college employees about the Quality Assurance Policy. 
The first group to be sensitised was the college Executive Management, whose role and 
commitment to the policy was emphasised strongly. The next group was the middle 
management and lastly each department and each regional centre (BOCODOL has five 
regions from which learners are serviced and a Headquarters which supports the regions) 
of the College was sensitised. The focus, in all the sensitisation meetings, was on the 
following:
•	Definition of the terms like quality assurance, corrective action, preventive action, 

audit trail, non-conformities and quality control

2  terms	of	reference	
The Quality Advisory Committee will advise the Executive Management on all issues relating to Quality 
Performance and Documentation. The Research and Quality Control Administrator (RQCA) will be 
the Committee Secretary. The Internal Auditor and the Human Resources Manager will be ex-officio 
members of the Committee. Other members of appropriate seniority will be nominated by the Executive 
Management to fairly represent the College Departments and the Regions.

The Quality Advisory Committee will review the Annual Quality Report, and present it, with its 
recommendations, to the Executive Management. The Committee will advise the College on the 
acceptance of changes to the statements, standards and means of Quality verification in the Quality 
Assurance Policy.

It is a part of the brief of the Quality Advisory Committee to ensure that BOCODOL’s Quality standards 
are aligned to National and International Standards and represent excellence in ODL practice.
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•	Explanation of how the policy fits into the college operations and not vice versa
•	Benefits of a quality assurance policy to an institution
•	The role of an individual in the implementation of the policy
•	Explanation regarding the process of implementing the policy, e.g., documentation of 

processes and procedures, etc.
•	Explanation regarding the audit instruments
•	Explanation regarding the process of quality audits

In some departments, the QAC had to conduct more than one sensitisation meeting. At 
this stage, it was evident that work was being done throughout the college organs but 
there was very little or no documentation to verify what was being done. 

The policy, therefore, heralded in a new practice of documentation for the management 
of data and information in BOCODOL. It was realised soon that sensitisation of staff 
about quality assurance issues was actually a continuous activity in BOCODOL and not 
just a one-off event, as experience has shown that there can never be a point where one 
could say that we have now sensitised all the staff and that we need not sensitise anyone 
anymore. As the staff appreciate the issues on which they are sensitised, they ask more 
informed questions about quality assurance which lead to the need for further sessions 
of sensitisation. Furthermore, refinement of and further developments in the quality 
assurance system warrant a continuous process of sensitisation by the organisation to 
enable it to continue to be productive and to improve the quality of its services to clients 
or customers.

Since the process of documentation is very laborious and slow, the QAC advised that 
departments should start by documenting their key functions/activities to prepare for the 
first quality assurance audits. Thus documentation became a conscious effort, although in 
a small measure, and documents such as the following were produced immediately:

a) Course design manual
b) Course development schedule (subject specific)
c) Supervisor/tutor guide
d) Learner support system
e) Procedure for conducting vacation courses
f) Enrolment policy
g) How to plan a group tutorial
h) How to induct/orientate new learners

The third step in the implementation strategy under the quality assurance policy of 
BOCODOL was to develop the instruments that were to be used in conducting quality 
assurance audits. These included:

a) Audit schedules 
b) Non-conformities report form
c) Format of the quality assurance report
d) Audit trail

 It was necessary that the above documents were developed and circulated to all departments 
so that they understood their use well before the implementation began. This process led 
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to the QAC receiving invitations to numerous staff meetings of different departments to 
elaborate further on how the quality assurance audits were going to be conducted. The 
major concern of many employees at this stage was whether the QAC was going to be 
policing or witch hunting departments and individuals. On this, the role of the QAC was 
clarified further as being purely developmental in nature, as good performance would be 
noted and efforts would be made to ensure that it was replicated throughout the college. 
Likewise, poor performance would be noted and corrective and/or preventative action/
steps would be suggested and follow-up action taken to ensure that such corrective and/or 
preventative actions had been taken with the desired results. 

Following these consultations, the QAC proposed that there should be two quality 
assurance audits in a year. The rationale was that the concept and process were new, and 
as such, staff had to be supported fully in a practical way before quality assurance could 
find a niche in the operations of individuals and departments.

3.1  Reactions to the first quality assurance report

The first quality audit report caused a stir as some managers felt that the auditors did not 
follow the prescribed audit process. Others felt that the terminology used in the report 
was ambiguous and thus it exposed departments to unfair criticism, and they naturally 
became defensive. This was not surprising as everybody had just started on the learning 
curve. The QAC had to examine their expressions critically in the next round of quality 
audit reports to avoid any traces of labeling or apportioning blame to any individuals and/
or departments. Furthermore, members of the QAC checked each other’s performances 
with regard to their adherence to the accepted quality audit norms/processes during the 
audits. These interventions led to the publication of acceptable quality audit reports that 
managers identified with. The focus of discussions on quality audit reports then shifted 
from pointing fingers to constructive issues of preventative and corrective measures that 
could be taken to bring around departments (that deviated from the standards) to proper 
compliance. 

 3.2 Challenges faced in implementing the Quality Assurance Policy

The quality assurance initiative that BOCODOL took proved to be quite phenomenal.  
Given below are some of the challenges that the College has had to deal with:

a) Persuading staff to document procedures
b) Dealing with the sense of insecurity among the staff who believed that the quality 

audits might be used to witch hunt
c) Quality assurance activities viewed as an addition to individuals’ workload 
d) Understanding quality assurance and performance management as complementary 

processes

All the challenges indicated that a lot more had yet to be done to educate the staff on 
quality assurance. Workshops for both the management and the staff had to be run on 
specific quality assurance issues by the QAC and Botswana Bureau of Standards to 
address effectively the needs emerging from the challenges. 
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4. iMPact oF QuaLity assurance activities 

Ownership of the college Quality Assurance Policy by individual employees has been 
achieved through the extensive consultation and participation processes. This has also 
led to employees understanding their roles clearly. Consequently, the Programmes 
Development Department was able to develop the course development manual that has 
enhanced the quality of course development in the college considerably. The language 
used in the courses is now easily accessible to the various levels of learners. Furthermore, 
the interactivity of the courses has improved greatly as well as the quality of illustrations 
and the quality of assessment tools within the modules/units.

In Learner Support, the impact of the Quality Assurance Policy has been equally 
phenomenal as the documentation of several processes and procedures that led to 
improved learner support systems has been realised. The learner support systems have 
been refined as a result of the implementation of the policy. There are documented 
procedures for intensive monitoring of Study Centres that have yielded high performance 
output by both tutors and learners. A Learner Enrolment Policy has also been developed, 
the implementation of which has to date yielded positive results in the common 
understanding of enrolment issues and clear communication to those enrolled. The 
Learner Support Division is currently engaged in the development of some subject-
specific training manuals to complement the general training manual that was developed 
prior to the implementation of the Quality Assurance Policy. These manuals are going 
to be used in the refresher programmes for tutors to further improve their delivery and 
productivity. 

As a result of the successes achieved/recorded in the Programmes Development 
Department and Learner Support Division due to the implementation of the Quality 
Assurance Policy, there has been a visible overall improved performance in the college 
on various fronts. Since 2003 and the implementation of the Quality Assurance Policy, 
the percentage pass rate of the college results in the junior and the senior secondary 
programmes have risen quite significantly as compared to the period prior to 2003. In 
2001, the junior certificate pass rate was 68.8 percent and this rose to 69.3 percent in 
2002. In 2003, it was 78.6 percent, while it was 86.4 percent in 2004. The Botswana 
General Certificate of Secondary Education (BGCSE) examination results show a trend 
similar to that of the junior certificate. In the same vein, learner throughput rate has 
increased twofold between 2002 and 2004, and by so doing doubled the rate set for the 
National Development Plan 9 (2003–2009) prematurely. The college is confident that the 
pass levels and the throughput rate will be maintained or surpassed in future as a result of 
the quality assurance initiatives that it is pursuing. 

Although BOCODOL depends largely on the print media in its operations, it recognises 
the importance of information and communication technologies (ICTs) in opening access 
to ODL and its impact on learner support. Audio and video tapes are currently being used 
to supplement the printed materials. Furthermore, the college has a radio programme 
every Monday on the national radio in which various aspects of the courses and services 
offered by the college are discussed. In addition, the college has strengthened its capacity 
in the ICT area by increasing personnel in its IT and Multi Media Department as the 
first priority before embarking on the introduction of online services, such as offering 
eLearning courses. The second step was to increase the capacity and speed of accessing 
the Internet by migrating to a frame relay system and paying for a broader bandwidth. 
Preparations are at an advanced stage for the college to offer ICT driven programmes to 
the public. These include a diploma in teaching with ICT and some short courses like 
teaching the Microsoft Office suite, and the basic computer course. The quality assurance 
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policy in place has set standards for ICT applications and utilisation. The department 
responsible is thus audited in the same manner as others. Recently, the department has 
started developing a new ICT policy that will define standards further and regulate ICT 
use. The QAC will necessarily have to reconcile the standards enshrined in the latter 
with those that form part of the quality assurance policy to ensure the two policies are 
complementary.

Furthermore, the college’s performance management system, which incorporates 
performance-based rewards, has been enhanced greatly by the quality assurance 
initiatives as employees include quality assurance activities in their work plans and 
contracts leading to the identification of key performance areas (KPAs) and elaborate 
outlining of strategies that would lead to successful achievements in the KPAs. As 
a result, there is an observable upward improvement in the whole organisational 
performance where an average employee grade is B. Grade B performance in terms 
of the grading system in use under the college performance management is described 
as a performance that exceeds expectations consistently and thus results in enhanced 
output. The quality of the college management has also been enhanced as the quality 
audit reports give the college Director an overview of the quality performance of all the 
departments and sections in relation to the set standards. He is therefore able to make 
necessary interventions to align performance with the vision and the mission of the 
college. 

5. toWarDs a cuLture oF QuaLity

It must be noted that the commitment to quality assurance principles and the pursuit of 
excellence by the staff have to be entrenched in the culture of the organisation and are 
not dependent solely on loyalty to the institutional leadership. This is in part possible 
through decentralisation, inclusive democratic and participatory management as well 
as the quest for excellence, which has to be embodied in the vision of the institution. 
BOCODOL’s vision enshrines the mandate for it to strive to be an internationally 
recognised centre of excellence. The employees of BOCODOL have adopted this vision, 
made it their personal one and live it in most if not all aspects of their activities. The 
desire for continuous improvement, innovation and independence from government red 
tape, the confidence that the Board of Governors has in Management and the freedom 
that the latter enjoys as a result are among the key factors that have combined to usher in 
an appropriate environment for the college to pursue its culture of quality vigorously and 
effectively. To make things work and to establish this culture on a sound footing, there 
is also funding set aside on an annual basis for quality assurance activities, including 
training of staff to ensure they are up to speed with emerging quality trends. 
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aBstract

This case study considers the quality assurance practices at the recently established 
Kyambogo University (KYU) in Uganda. In a resource-poor environment, practices 
have developed that put the learner at the centre of efforts to provide quality materials 
and learner support through the “culture of care.” This leads to the conclusion that the 
ideology of an institution and the putting of this ideology into practice are key factors in 
establishing quality assurance.

1. BacKGrounD 

1.1 Distance education in Uganda

Distance education has a long history in Uganda (Pennells 1993). Correspondence study 
began in the colonial period and was used to provide learners, especially civil servants, 
with communication skills in English, to upgrade teachers, and to prepare learners for 
examinations leading to the award of the Cambridge School Certificate.

Makerere University established a department of extramural studies in 1953. They used 
face-to-face sessions, radio and television broadcasting and newspaper columns—lessons 
were printed in the newspapers and feedback followed in later editions. These days 
Makerere houses the main African Virtual University facility for Uganda and has a 
thriving Centre for Continuing Education.
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The pioneer institution for the delivery of teacher education was the Kyambogo Teacher 
Training College, the forerunner to the Institute of Teacher Education Kyambogo 
(ITEK) which, only a few years ago, was given university status and is now known as 
the Kyambogo University (KYU). KYU’s focus is on vocationalising and universalising 
education at all levels. Its mission is “to advance and promote knowledge and the 
development of skills in science, technology and education, and in such other fields 
having regard for quality, equity and the progress of society.” In the Education Strategic 
Investment Plan 1998–2003 (Government of Uganda 1998), the government confirmed 
that national responsibility for quality assurance and certification mechanisms for both 
pre- and in-service qualifications rested with ITEK (now KYU). 

It was in 1957 that the first group of 56 Grade 3 (lowest Primary School Teacher grade) teachers 
was enrolled in a distance course designed to upgrade them to Grade 5 (Diploma level).

Distance education became popular in Uganda when the National Resistance Government 
liberalised the economy and social services in the 1980s. This led to the establishment of 
more private schools, thus creating job opportunities and encouraging many to train as 
teachers through the distance mode of delivery.

Table 1: Country and Kyambogo University information

indiCAtor ugAndA/kyu

Size of country* 236,000 sq km
Population* 24,700,000
Literacy level** 62%
GNP per capita** $320

Percentage untrained teachers In 1998, 55% of primary school teachers were 
qualified to the required academic level (Table 13) *

Language of instruction English
Institution starts DE for  
teacher education 1957

Motive for establishment Teacher training pre- and in-service

Single or dual mode Dual mode

DE courses offered
Diploma in Education, Primary, External (DEPE)
Diploma in Special Needs Education, External 
(DSNEE)

Number of students doing DE 
programmes 5026

Technology Print based and audio  
(planning use of SMS/text messaging)

Student support Three two-week face-to-face sessions during 
vacations, including some coursework assignments

Source:    * UNESCO EFA year 2000 assessment, country report. 
                ** World Bank 2002. 
Table adapted from Binns and Wrightson (forthcoming). 

Programmes developed since then include the Mubende Integrated Teacher Education 
Project (MITEP), which trained about 900 untrained primary teachers in Mubende 
and Kiboga districts in southern Uganda in the 1990s; the Northern Integrated Teacher 
Education Project (NITEP), an in-service programme which trained about 3000 primary 
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school teachers from 1993–97; and the Teacher Development and Management System 
(TDMS), a programme designed to train primary school managers in management skills, 
as well as delivering an in-service teacher training programme based on the NITEP 
model.

ITEK played the leading and central role in teacher education in Uganda with 
responsibility for matters relating to teacher training throughout the country and was 
closely involved in the development of MITEP, NITEP and TDMS. KYU maintains this 
responsibility. It provides pre- and in-service training in teacher education. It coordinates 
its work with teachers’ colleges to develop curricula and improve standards of education. 
It sets examinations, awards certificates and diplomas, and serves as a resource centre 
in education services, research and publications. ITEK also developed its own distance 
education programme and launched it in May 1999. This is the Diploma in Education, 
Primary, External (DEPE), a distance version of the diploma designed to train Grade 3 
primary teachers to Grade 5 level.

Distance education programmes are offered by dual-mode institutions; single-mode 
institutions devoted specifically to the distance education mode of delivery have not been 
developed in Uganda yet. In addition to those mentioned earlier, a number of private 
educational institutions such as Uganda Martyrs University, Nkozi, the Islamic University 
in Mbale and Busoga University, Iganga, also provide distance education programmes 
leading to the award of diplomas and degrees.

Distance education programmes in Uganda have relied heavily on print media to 
disseminate information to learners. Radio and audiocassettes are used but on a much 
smaller scale, due to limited resources and infrastructure. Television and video are 
rarely used. KYU is investigating the use of SMS (text messaging) as a student and tutor 
support mechanism for their programmes.

1.2 Distance education at Kyambogo University

When (in 2001) ITEK joined with the Uganda Polytechnic to become the Kyambogo 
University (KYU), the Distance Education Unit (DEU) was promoted in status to 
the Department of Distance Education (DDE). The latest step in the rationalisation 
of education delivery in Kyambogo has been the merger (in 2003) of the Institute for 
Special Needs Education (UNISE) into KYU. This widens the remit of KYU in the field 
of distance education (DE), as UNISE had a DE unit of its own which is now integrating 
into the KYU DDE. The university Senate has approved the promotion in status of the 
Department to become the Institute of Distance Education.

ITEK/KYU had a small unit (DEU/DDE) with four staff in an office with one laptop and 
one desktop computer. Materials writers were drawn from departments in ITEK/KYU and 
from other professional institutions in Uganda. They were involved in three programmes 
of DE: the Outreach Tutor Training Programme, Certificate in Basic Management Skills 
for Primary Head Teachers (both for TDMS) and a Diploma in Primary Education. 

The recent integration of UNISE has increased the size of the DE department. 
Restructuring is ongoing, but for the moment, the DDE has four academic staff, three 
administrators and two secretaries. There are currently several thousand learners in the 
DEPE programme and about 1500 in the Diploma in Special Needs Education. The 
TDMS-related courses are not running at this time due to lack of ministry funds for 
printing study materials. 

The Registry enrols distance programme students using a paper-based system. The print-
based DEPE materials are supplemented by face-to-face residentials, which include 
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elements of assessment and examination. Residentials are held at the nine participating 
Primary Teachers’ Colleges (PTCs) (functioning as Coordinating Centres) during the 
school vacations. 

DDE is currently planning the development of a B.Ed. External and a paper for 
presentation to Senate has been written following lengthy discussions.

2. QuaLity assurance at Kyu 

In this section, the quality systems that are developing at KYU, particularly as they relate 
to distance education, are described. This is not an evaluation of quality at the university. 

KYU has not yet adopted a quality assurance system across the board. National standards 
do not exist as yet and in the past the former organisation, ITEK, relied heavily on 
curriculum control to define its standards and expectations in teacher education. Uganda 
has recently established the National Council for Higher Education and located it at 
Kyambogo. This body will play a significant role in the quality and moderation of higher 
education nationwide. 

In the meantime, as noted, this is a new university formed from several amalgamated 
institutions, and energies are being concentrated on working together to create a single 
institution. What is interesting, however, for this case study is that the Department of 
Distance Education is setting up procedures of its own and thereby leading the way in 
addressing quality issues. This study considers this approach and offers lessons learned 
for others to consider.

“Quality is a product of planning, monitoring, control and coordination” (Robinson  
1993: 77)—it “depends on products, processes, systems and people.”…“Quality 
assurance does not merely mean a set of procedures to be followed—it is also an attitude 
or ethos which influences every aspect in an organisation’s activity” (ibid: 79). In other 
words, commitment to quality ought to be a part of an organisation’s culture.

The Department of Distance Education in KYU defines quality as providing the best 
materials and supporting those studying the materials with the best support system that 
it can manage. It strives to achieve excellence, in both its products and services, within 
the meager resources it has at its disposal. Though the notion of quality assurance as an 
activity in the university as a whole is still in its infancy, the department endeavours to 
provide quality materials, supported by quality face-to-face sessions and professional and 
pastoral counseling and contact. It does this by promoting the “culture of care.” 

During the early nineties a programme called the Northern Integrated Teacher Education 
Project (NITEP) was implemented in northern Uganda. The project trained 3000 primary 
school teachers to Grade 3 level using distance education. It developed a type of student 
support/philosophy which it called the “culture of care.” The “culture of care” means 
making special efforts to stay in touch with the students. In effect this necessitates all 
management and field staff a) being very mobile in order to be aware of any learning 
or personal difficulties which emerge and b) responding quickly with an appropriate 
strategy. This caring culture was considered a key to the retention of NITEP learners, who 
came to the programme with relatively low levels of academic preparedness. Alongside 
the formal student support system, informal contacts were encouraged. Support staff 
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would visit students in their homes and at school or arrive at informal study groups, and 
students in turn would visit the support staff:

…if a student was absent from a bi-monthly tutorial, the tutor … might well 
go to visit that student, by bicycle or motorcycle, or even on foot, on a journey 
of up to 60 km, over rough roads and through garden tracks, in sometimes 
very wet and muddy or extremely hot conditions, risking things like a bicycle 
breakdown, land mines and other road barriers. Informal study groups might 
be taking place under a mango tree, with students seated on the ground, being 
watched, probably distracted, by a crowd of small village children. Students 
might visit project staff in order to share problems, such as, “The in-laws have 
taken my wife away—what should I do?” or “I have raised most of the money 
I need to buy a paraffin study lamp but I still need a small amount. What do 
you advise?” or “My brother has just died from AIDS, and I will be unable 
to attend the next tutorial or submit my assignment—what should I do?” or 
“My sister’s dowry is being paid this weekend; I would like you, my tutor, to 
come and attend the celebrations.” Such a visit might occur spontaneously on 
a village road, at the house of the support staff, or even at the village marua or 
drinking place (Wrightson 1998: 27).

This philosophy underpins KYU’s approach to student support and is implemented 
through the offices of the Head of DDE. He experienced first-hand, as part of the NITEP 
team, the way in which such impromptu or planned visits promoted “the confidence 
required to proceed and develop a sense of belonging and being cared for, despite the 
difficulties and the isolation” (Wrightson 1998: 28).

Evidence of this approach is visible at KYU as noted in the evaluation of the Human 
Resource Development programme being implemented by KYU in partnership with 
the International Extension College (IEC). “Aron and colleagues spend a great deal of 
time out with PTCs and other centres—they know people well, and invest in keeping 
relationships working” (Graham & Tierney 2003: 6).

The programme around which the Department of Distance Education at KYU is 
developing its quality assurance is DEPE. Briefly, this is a 3 to 5-year programme which 
runs from May each year. It is administered through Coordinating Centres that are 
usually based in the local PTCs. It starts with a two week face-to-face residential which 
is followed by 15 weeks of self-study. A second residential is held in September, and 
this is followed by a further 12 weeks of self-study. A final face-to-face session occurs in 
January and is heavily biased towards revision in preparation for the examinations that 
follow immediately. Students take 3 professional study courses in the first year, and the 
following years are dedicated to their electives which are selected from either Arts or 
Science. Coursework and final examinations each make up 50 percent of the students’ 
final grade. At the moment there is no teaching-practice element and no assessment of 
this to contribute to the final mark. Materials are mostly print based; audio tapes are being 
developed for topics learners have found particularly difficult. These are made available 
at the Coordinating Centres and may be accessed between face-to-face sessions. Dispatch 
of modules and the receipt and return of assignments revolve around the face-to-face 
sessions rather than relying on a poor postal system.

Judgements about quality in DE at KYU rest with the Distance Education Committee 
(DEC). This committee meets three times a year and is chaired by the Deputy Vice 
Chancellor (Academics). Membership, including the DDE, is drawn from the faculties 
(usually the Deans or Heads of Departments) together with a representative from the 
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ministry and another from the University of Makerere. The committee reports to the university 
Senate of which it is a sub-committee. The DDE and the Coordinating Centres are involved in 
review and evaluation meetings producing reports, to an agreed format, for them.

The DDE’s mechanisms for maintaining quality involve the monitoring and review of 
materials and systems. To do this, they use participatory teamwork. The teams vary 
from course to course but are comprised of people from the field (for example, the PTC 
Registrar, College Tutors), subject specialists (from KYU), DE specialists (from within 
the DDE) and technical specialists (e.g., for audio components). The teams are involved 
largely in material development but also consider student support and play an advisory 
role as they manage and monitor the processes. Meetings are chaired by the Head of the 
DDE. Subject panels provide more specialised input to the teams.

It is possible to summarise the DDE’s quality control and assurance activity by 
considering the four aspects of quality that Normann (1984) identified: products, 
processes, production and delivery systems and general philosophy of the organisation.

Table 2: Four aspects of quality in distance education at Kyambogo University 

the	ProduCtS kyu	MeChAniSMS	For	deveLoPing,	
MeASuring	And	MAintAining	QuALity

The courses and materials 
(print, with plans for audio)

Writers and designers are trained to an agreed level.

A qualitative editing process follows writing to validate 
content, language and design.

A defined house style is reviewed regularly by review teams.

Materials are evaluated and revised on the basis of feedback 
from students and tutors.

Contents meet needs of the curriculum.

DEC puts forward course to Senate for approval.

Number of graduates or 
successful completers

Close and continuous monitoring is conducted both at field 
level through the Study Centre Registrar and at Headquarters 
by the Programme Coordinator and student support 
administrators.

Culture of care.

Examination pass rates or 
achievement of intended 
competencies or practical 
skills

Reliance is placed on the quality of the materials.

Tutors are trained.

Face-to-face counseling and support has been specifically 
designed.

Effective communication with learners  
(developing SMS/text messaging to improve this).

External moderation.

Equivalent results in public 
examinations

Learners sit the same examinations as conventionally trained 
students.

Programme is being amended to conform to the recently 
developed national curriculum.

DEC puts forward candidates for awards to Senate.
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the	ProCeSSeS

Learning and teaching 
processes such as tutoring; 
assessing written work and 
providing student feedback; 
monitoring field workers and 
tutors; training group leaders

Culture of care informs working practice.

Training is given to tutors and its design is reviewed regularly.

Learners’ written scripts are sampled and moderated to test 
quality over time and space.

Programme Coordinator and his staff makes regular and 
frequent monitoring visits to PTCs and Coordinating Centres.

Learners receive feedback on assignments and also at face-to-
face sessions.

50% of the assessment is  based on coursework.

Developing SMS to improve communication with tutors.

Application, registration and 
examination

Administrative Assistants in DDE liaise with the university 
Registry and Study Centres.

Registration is a paper-based process.

Advising students and keeping 
track of them

Systems are designed at the Headquarters and instructions are 
sent to Study Centres, where regular contact with the students 
in their areas is maintained by field workers.

SMS/text messaging is being developed to improve this.

Record keeping Basic databases, designed in consultation with Headquarters 
and Study Centres, are maintained by Administrative 
Assistants and monitored by the Programme Coordinator.

Coordinating groups of 
external writers

There is a database of trained writers. 

Writers are given further training as required. 

Writing is reviewed by the programme team.

ProduCtion	And	deLivery	SySteMS

Course production DDE must follow the university tendering and procurement 
procedures to get value for money.

Print production During the printing process, the DDE monitors closely.

Printed materials are sampled for quality.

Audio production Materials are field tested. 

Monitored by DDE staff.

Scheduling and progress 
chasing Contracts with printers.
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Warehousing and stock 
control

Print what is needed and distribute straight away.

Small stocks held at Coordinating Centres and at Headquarters. 
Stock records are kept.

Getting materials to students

The department supervises and monitors the distribution of the 
materials to the various centres.

The materials are delivered to students from the centres. The 
Centre Registrar is responsible for the distribution of materials, 
while the Programme Coordinator monitors this process.

AS	A	generAL	PhiLoSoPhy	or	ethoS

Policy statements
The Distance Education Committee has been established to 
coordinate policy development and it facilitates the flow of 
information between the department and senior management.

Attitudes of staff Regular and ongoing staff training programmes which 
respond to identified needs, analyse quality and promote the 
department. 

Management and training of 
staff

A wide range of training activity is undertaken.

In partnership with IEC, a programme comprising a series of 
specialised workshops is being implemented and a distance 
delivery programme on open and distance learning has been 
offered to two cohorts of teacher educators across Uganda (120 
individuals). Further cohorts are planned.

DDE offers top-up training to writers, editors and tutors in 
conjunction with developing and delivering new courses.

Motto or slogan. DDE’s motto is a “culture of care” for the DE learners.

Images and messages 
presented to the public 
(publicity leaflets, brochures, 
press reports)

Brochures are developed and distributed through the reception 
desk.

National, medium-wave and local FM stations are used to 
provide information about the programmes.

The contents of these are reviewed regularly by the 
department.

Adapted from Robinson (1993) 

Central to quality improvement in KYU’s distance education programme is the training 
of its staff and the network of tutors and PTC staff. The need for this was recognised in 
the late nineties, when ITEK launched its first DE programme. Funding from the Nuffield 
Foundation is contributing to a five-year programme of human resource development. 
This programme includes a series of workshops for staff at all levels, research skills 
development and practice and, significantly, a course on open and distance learning 
delivered at a distance (Binns & Bradley 2004). Two cohorts (120 learners), enrolled 
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from all over Uganda, have studied the DE programme, and a third and possibly a fourth 
cohort are planned:

The one year course has been the single most important activity.…Virtually 
all of those enrolled (tutors, administrators, principals of Primary Teachers’ 
Colleges and National Teachers’ College and others involved in DE) 
completed the course.… It appears to have been a really exciting and 
transforming experience—inspiring people, making them realise from their 
own experience just what learners need, and bringing people together in peer 
groups and experiencing a level of support that has had a profound effect on 
many of those I talked to (Graham & Tierney 2003: 5–6).

As well as improving their knowledge of open and distance learning, it engendered in 
the participants a sense of pride in their work and awareness of their responsibilities to 
learners. This has enabled the DDE to make real improvements in the quality of their 
student support and materials:

The course is the key part. It puts people in the customer’s shoes—a complete 
reversal which has had a very powerful effect. Effectively the course has been 
a Trojan horse bringing about major cultural changes in attitudes and practice 
as well as skills (Graham & Tierney 2003: 14).

Participants commented on the power of evaluating their own materials: 

…especially the writers who seem to have accepted it with good humour and 
humility. The materials they reviewed had up to then been a source of some 
pride, so this was a real eye opener! (Graham & Tierney  2003: 8)

The DDE also provides training for tutors, writers and editors on a course-by-course 
basis, topping up and refreshing skills.

Another outcome of all the training activities has been a raised awareness, among a large 
and widely spread group of people involved in distance learning in Uganda, of the need 
for good research skills, record keeping and teaching practice as elements requiring 
attention to improve quality. The DDE is attempting to address each of these areas.

The DDE has formed a partnership and exchanged visits with the Kenyan Institute 
of Special Education (KISE). Among other things, the DDE is learning how KISE is 
implementing its school practice as the former plans to introduce teaching practice 
into the Diploma programme. The greatest challenge to DE teacher education “is to 
set in place effective arrangements to support students and, in particular, to supervise 
their classroom practice” (Perraton 2000: 8). Thus establishing a high-quality teaching-
practice element will be a challenge to KYU. Some lessons, however, may be available 
from earlier work in Uganda (Ataro Atim & Wrightson 1996), including the NITEP 
programme.

With external funding, the DDE is undertaking research with field-based colleagues, 
an activity new to the DDE. As skills develop so does the appreciation of the value of 
feedback and evaluation for informing practice. Record keeping is considered by the 
DDE to be its major area of weakness. Currently no analysis of pass rates, completion 
rates or comparison with conventionally trained graduates is available. The databases that 
the DDE has developed are basic, and the paper-based information held by the Registry is 
unwieldy and difficult to interrogate. Low levels of resources in terms of both people and 
funds have significantly affected the DDE’s ability to pursue research and data analysis in 
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the past. Now with external funding they are addressing these issues but probably do not 
have the resources to implement all the improvements identified as needed.

This raised awareness and widened involvement in distance education has led to a 
number of practical changes for the learners:
	Distances learners will get a student ID card—recognition that they are part of the 

university.
	Tutors are more accessible due to phone numbers being shared.
	The curriculum of the Diploma in Primary Education (conventional version) and the 

DEPE (DE version) are synchronised so that there will be a common examination 
and qualification. 

	A learner’s handbook has been developed, printed and distributed.
	Different methods of fee payment are considered—payment by instalments is now 

possible and there is a greater understanding in general about financial difficulties. 

3. Lessons Learnt FroM tHe iMPLeMentation oF 
Qa strateGies 

3.1 Impact of QA strategies on the workforce

The biggest impact felt by the workforce in KYU and its collaborating partners in the 
provision of the DEPE programme has been the training. As described above, it has 
developed a cadre of individuals who are confident in the value of the DE programme 
they administer, work as a team (or in teams) and have a shared understanding and shared 
goals.

Topics learned in the open and distance-learning course provide transferable skills, 
enabling participants to take what they have learned and adapt it to their daily work 
across the faculties and colleges.

Personnel also relish the improved attitude towards and increased credibility of the DE 
mode of delivery and they enjoy the benefits of being part of a network of supportive 
colleagues. Roles and responsibilities of tutors and colleges are defined more clearly and 
captured in contracts. Feedback on facilitator performance shows consistently higher 
scores for those tutors trained on the ODL course.

Senior colleagues in the university, both academic and administrative, give their backing 
to the DE programmes and plan further developments. The department will become an 
institute of the university, underlining the improved status of the methodology and the staff.

3.2 Advantages derived from QA strategies

One of the most obvious and pleasing advantages for KYU has been the increasing 
recognition of the quality of its staff and the programmes it offers through distance 
learning. Their advice is sought after more widely both in country and beyond (for 
example, KISE). Most recently, KYU has been selected by the Ministry of Education 
to host the African Virtual University (AVU) teacher education activity. This will be 
based within the new Institute of Distance Education, which will be responsible for the 
development and delivery of the B.Ed. programme and eLearning.
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The materials developed are considered to be of value for conventional learning—so 
much so that KYU sees a market for generating an income by selling them to teacher 
educators and teachers. Improving the materials by adding audio has led to improved 
motivation of learners. This in turn has the potential to increase completion rates and 
there seems to be increased demand to enrol in the programmes.

KYU now has a cadre of professionals working together who wish to promote and 
improve the programmes. Plans and a paper for the development and launch of a B.Ed. 
programme have been prepared for presentation to Senate.

Once the DDE has improved its record keeping and analysis capabilities, it should 
be possible to elucidate further advantages in terms of the number of graduates and 
comparisons with conventionally trained teachers. 

Research in Uganda (Senkomago 2004) indicates that DE trained teachers are well 
respected in their schools and communities and that increasingly the DE methodology is 
considered a credible way of training teachers.

3.3 Difficulties in putting QA into practice

There has been no history of a defined function for quality assurance in the university. 
As a whole, its amalgamation of several institutions, and the ongoing restructuring that 
is involved, has diverted its efforts from concentrating on developing such a function. 
Practice is occurring but it is not fully documented or monitored. Colleagues in the DDE 
act largely outside an official structure; that is, without guidance or a place of reference.

Resourcing is crucial to establishing quality. It has been more than 15 years since Jenkins 
(1989) concluded that adequate resources and firm political backing were crucial to 
developing effective distance education programmes. KYU has the backing of the ministry 
as evidenced by the plans to bring AVU to KYU, but financial and personnel backing 
are minimal. The DEPE programme must pay for itself from student fees, and the DDE 
therefore has to balance what it spends the funds on. Face-to-face sessions are costly but 
considered very important, and running this as part of the student support leaves less 
to expend elsewhere. There are, for example, no funds to update the Registry’s paper-
based application procedures. Also, the university has a tendency to move staff from one 
department to another, and the DDE has found it particularly challenging when trained staff 
are moved on suddenly, leaving them temporarily without staff or with untrained staff.

KYU has benefited from external funding and will be able to build on the expertise 
developed, but staff move on, and methodology and practice need to be updated. KYU 
may have to face some difficult decisions about priorities when the external funding 
comes to an end. “Quality assurance is also time-consuming, and its techno-rational 
approach to the excitement of learning and teaching can seem bureaucratic and stifling” 
(Tait 1997: 2).

The increasing bureaucracy of a QA system may slow things down and put staff off. 
Already the tendering and procurement procedures that KYU must adopt can be frustrating 
and lead to delays in material delivery to learners; and the current complement of staff is 
already very busy. 

External factors also play a role in Uganda. KYU experiences specific difficulties when 
serving learners in the north of the country. Here, insurgency over the past 20 years 
creates problems that arise from the lack of continuity, caused, for example, by restricted 
access and movement of learners and tutors.
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4. toWarDs a cuLture oF QuaLity

O’Shea and Downs (1997: 57), writing about the British Open University, consider that 
there are “…three key QA principles for an educational institution:
•	 that the institution have an educational mission that can be related in a tangible 

positive way to the educational well being of society at large or some particular 
community;

•	 that it is possible to measure success in achieving that mission by focusing primarily 
on the quality of the student learning experience; and

•	 that at any time the institution should have explicit goals for the further enhancement 
of the quality of the student learning experience.”

KYU has such a mission, the DDE focus is clearly learner centred, and the DDE has 
plans for improvements. KYU, however, faces the challenge of institutionalizing a QA 
system and must consider what it might learn from the DDE’s experience. Robinson 
(2004: 202) notes that “One advantage in making institutional plans for managing quality 
… is that many of the customary practices (in developing good-quality materials, in using 
student feedback, in monitoring learner-support systems and operational systems) provide 
an existing basis for system building.”

What is extraordinary in KYU is that they turn ideology into practice. Although KYU 
operates in a relatively resource-poor environment, its greatest strength is the culture of 
care. Training has been the key in achieving a shared understanding and appreciation of 
learners’ needs in their own resource-poor environments, and this approach is reinforced 
by a leader who was instrumental in the development of this methodology in Uganda. 

Thus a fourth key QA principle might be:
•	 that the institution have an ideology and culture that recognizes the needs of its 

learners and trains its staff in such a manner that this ideology is put into effect.
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cHaPter 3

aPPLication oF oDL MetHoDoLoGies 
in non-ForMaL settinGs anD 
QuaLity assurance: a case stuDy 
FroM tHe inDira GanDHi nationaL 
oPen university, neW DeLHi, inDia 

 M. Aslam

aBstract

The concept of training is undergoing a change, particularly with the advent of new 
information and communication technologies as well as the progressively increasing 
acceptance of the open learning system as an effective mode of education and training 
relevant to and necessary for meeting the emerging needs of the Indian society. A non-
formal training intervention to reach out to millions of elected members of panchayats1  
calls for an innovative approach through the distance mode, which can, at one and 
the same time, address the different learning styles, varied preferences and lack of 
study skills of such a clientele. They need education and training at regular intervals. 
Since their number is large, it is not possible for the conventional system of training 
to reach all of them. Given the nature of their work, they cannot afford the physical 
dislocation caused by formal modes of training. With this in view, the distance mode 
seemed to be the most suitable mode of training for the case presented in this study. The 
training strategy designed included the creation of a large cadre of well-trained local 
counsellors to provide the intensive counselling services needed to create the desired 
awareness. In order to achieve this, the training of trainers (TOT), or master counsellors, 
assumed utmost importance, and the TOT designed was a balanced mix of knowledge, 
understanding, skills and attitude components. 

Overall, the pedagogic soundness of the programme, innovative use of media, and the 
creation of a trained cadre of local counsellors formed the basis and substance for 
quality assurance and its sustainability. Implementation of this training intervention 

1  Panchayats in India were the traditional democratic institutions of local self-governance. 
Similar but modernised institutions with the same name have now been established throughout the 
country to ensure self-governance at grass roots level. Panchayati Raj implies local self-governance/
government. 
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revealed that due attention had to be given to the learning styles and preferences of the 
target group. It was only then that one could assign realistic weighting to the various 
components of the multimedia package and decide how it could be developed. The 
evidence indicates that this particular intervention got it right.

1. BacKGrounD

1.1 University level ODL in India

According to the most recent available estimates (World Population 2005), India has 
a population of over 1080 million. According to the 2001 census, the literacy rate in the 
population aged seven years and above stands at 65.38 percent for the country as a whole. 
The corresponding figures for males and females are 75.85 percent and 54.16 percent 
respectively. The adult literacy rate for India stood at 57.2 percent in 2002. 

The open and distance learning in India owes its origin to the policy thrusts seeking 
answers to the question of quality education for large populations that remain outside 
the university system. The recommendations of a seminar organised in 1970 jointly by 
the University Grants Commission and the Ministry of Information and Broadcasting 
to discuss the related issues led to the constitution of a working group to study the 
concept and the utility of open distance education. The group strongly recommended 
the establishment of a national open university by an Act of Parliament in 1975. It took 
almost a decade to materialise this recommendation.

Today, apart from the Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU), established in 
1985 at the national level, there are 11 state open universities2 and one National Institute 
of Open Schooling (NIOS) in operation in India. In addition, there are over 100 institutes/
centres of distance education (IODEs) in conventional central and state universities/
institutes. The number of programmes offered by the state open universities ranges from 
3 at Netaji Subhash Open University, Kolkata, to 60 at Yashwantrao Chavan Maharashtra 
Open University (YCMOU), Nashik. The average annual growth of enrolment in IODEs 
has been about 9.5 percent over the past few years now.  All of them have identified their 
specific areas of intervention/specialisation for the benefit of their local clientele. For 
example, YCMOU conducts programmes in home gardening, fruit production, vegetable 
production, floriculture and landscape gardening for practising farmers, farm labourers 
and the rural youth; Dr. B.R. Ambedkar Open University, Hyderabad, offers programmes 
in mushroom cultivation; the U.P. Rajarishi Tandon Open University, Allahabad, offers 
a programme in desktop publishing and at the NIOS, New Delhi, vocational education 
is being offered alongside the formal academic courses. The areas addressed under the 
vocational education programme at the school level by the NIOS include engineering and 
technology, agriculture, business and commerce, home science, health and paramedical 
studies and computer applications. IGNOU	has been making pioneering efforts in 
offering courses in as many as 104 programme areas, covering a very wide range of 
subjects such as computing, nursing, management, creative writing, rural development, 
Panchayati Raj, disaster management, participatory forest management, tourism and 
women’s empowerment. 

2  The 11 state open universities are: Babasaheb Ambedkar Open University (Gujarat), B. R. 
Ambedkar Open University (Andhra Pradesh), Karnataka State Open University (Karnataka), Madhya 
Pradesh Bhoj Open University (M. P.), Nalanda Open University (Bihar), Netaji Subhash Open 
University (West Bengal), Pandit Sunderlal Sharma Open University (Chhattis Garh), Tamil Nadu Open 
University (Tamil Nadu), U.P. Rajarishi Tandon Open University (U. P.), Vardhaman Mahaveer Open 
University (Rajasthan) and  Yashwantrao Chavan Maharashtra Open University (Maharashtra). 
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In India, like other developing countries of the region, developments unique to open and 
distance learning system in the formal higher education include high enrolments, multi-
media interventions, mainly in the form of audio-video materials, and live human support 
wherever necessary. It essentially seems to be a case of widening access to cover larger 
numbers, capitalising on the information age, reaching the unreached and offering quality 
programmes. A training programme using the distance mode of learning reaches large 
numbers and also helps avoid the physical dislocation of participants, provides flexibility 
and helps capitalise on information technology. Further, we witness that technology is 
not only improving but also becoming more accessible. Its use helps distance education 
applications become easier and more interactive. It not only reaches people across social, 
economic and geographical boundaries but also covers a very wide range of subjects. 
In addition, distance and open learning systems are also shaping as effective tools for 
catalysing development. 

1.2   A case of ODL applications in the non-formal sector of education

The realisation that ODL applications can help in achieving the developmental objectives 
sets an agenda for ODL that is different from its applications in higher education. The 
non-formal and adult education programmes, offered through the conventional systems 
in India, typically emphasise the acquisition of basic literacy and numeracy skills. In 
recent years, however, it has been recognised that these programmes must be integrated 
with a variety of development objectives that enable learners to apply their skills in the 
process of lifelong learning. The Fifth International Conference on Adult Education held 
in Hamburg in 1997, in defining adult education, stated that “the objectives of Youth and 
Adult Education…are to develop the autonomy and the sense of responsibility of people 
and communities, to reinforce the capacity to deal with the transformations taking place 
in the economy, in culture and in society,…in short to enable people and communities to 
take control of their destiny and society…” (The Hamburg Declaration 1997). Besides, 
innovative methodologies that address the learners’ aspirations for social, cultural and 
economic development are also being developed universally. Thus, there seems to be 
a strong reason for introducing and using distance and open learning methodologies 
as key components of any educational and training intervention required in rural India 
for integrated solutions to issues pertaining not only to access and equity, but also to 
development. 

Providing an ever-widening access to growing numbers of individuals, particularly from 
disadvantaged groups, and ensuring the relevance of educational/training programmes to 
the emerging needs and requirements of a fast-changing society is a colossal challenge 
in India. Among many of its kind, one such challenge was thrown up in 1993 when 
a historic	amendment	was made to the Indian Constitution to endow panchayats, the 
grass roots level democratic institutions, with the strength and prestige associated with 
the institutions of self-government so that they could play the desired significant role 
in determining the direction of development. As a result of this amendment and the 
subsequent elections, over 3 million people, more than one-third of them women, were 
elected to various tiers of local self-government throughout the country. The absence 
of preparedness on the part of these key personnel, who would be the agents of change, 
was perceived as a major constraint in engineering the process of social transformation. 
Keeping in view its limited capacity, it was not possible for the conventional training 
system to face the challenge of training these millions of people’s representatives. 
Empowerment of the elected members of panchayats through appropriate awareness 
programmes therefore acquired the highest priority in the agenda for social action 
(Empowerment of People 1997). 
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The emerging potential of information and communication technologies was already 
pointing to appropriate and cost-effective means to meet this challenge through the 
distance mode of learning. Accordingly, a massive programme of education and training 
for these elected members was taken up as an independent project under a project 
directed by the Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU) with the support of 
the Ministry of Rural Development, Government of India. The project that emerged is 
an attempt to sensitise the elected representatives to their roles and responsibilities in 
realising the socio-economic transformation of their communities and areas of residence. 

2. eMPoWerMent oF PeoPLe: a Distance 
traininG intervention

The main objective of the programme is to empower the rural masses for their effective 
participation in the process of self-governance through their elected representatives in 
panchayats. With the determination to develop an exemplary quality programme for this 
non-formal sector, the project team decided on the strategy of integrating the following 
four distinct activities to achieve the objective. 

2.1 The case for ODL methodologies in training Panchayati Raj 
functionaries 

The first task was to establish convincingly a case for using ODL methodologies in the 
training of Panchayati Raj functionaries. In India, in the rural development sector, there 
are more than 250 institutions that are directly or indirectly engaged in training in the 
various aspects of rural development and Panchayati Raj (Aslam  2001). These include:
•	 Those institutions and organisations which were either established by the central or 

state governments or are being funded fully or partially by the government. Some 
of them are also registered under the Registered Societies Act. Apart from three 
apex institutions, viz. Lalbahadur Shastri National Academy of Administration 
(Mussoorie), National Institute of Rural Development (Hyderabad) and the Indian 
Institute of Public Administration (New Delhi), other institutions placed in this 
category include state institutes of rural development (SIRDs), state administrative 
training institutions/academies and state Panchayati Raj training institutions. 

•	 Those autonomous research and training institutions, which are engaged in related 
fields having bearing on the training efforts aimed at the Panchayati Raj elected 
functionaries. Their activities are funded by various agencies, including the 
government. They are mostly engaged in research and training. 

•	 Those institutions that work as non-governmental organisations (NGOs), whose 
major functions are social action, social work/orientation and empowerment at grass 
roots level. 

On average, a conventional training institution conducts about 40 to 50 training 
programmes of 1 to 3 weeks’ duration per year, covering about 20 to 25 participants in 
each of these programmes. The physical output of each institution in terms of persons 
trained per year comes to about 1000 to 1200. If all these institutions, numbering about 
250, were asked to do nothing but to conduct training for the elected members of the 
panchayats, it would take them about 12 years to complete one round of training to cover 
about 3.4 million elected functionaries.  It was, therefore, necessary to look for alternative 
arrangements/mechanisms which could be applied as effective complementary training 
interventions for updating the knowledge and skills of the vast numbers of elected and 
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other development functionaries. The distance mode of learning, with its multimedia 
approach, provides one such alternative to complement and reinforce the existing training 
arrangements. It was clear that there was no other way of going about the task at hand.

2.2 Pedagogical soundness of the content of training

In order to achieve the overall goals of the project, it was considered essential that the 
elected representatives were equipped adequately with the knowledge and awareness 
about the concepts and practices of self-governance and also the skills necessary 
to shoulder the responsibilities of formulating and implementing developmental 
programmes. It was not an easy task, because the programme was to be addressed to a 
vastly heterogeneous rural population which consists of the educated, the neo-literate 
as well as the illiterate. They have differing learning styles and varied preferences. This 
necessitated the application of a sound pedagogical treatment to the content of training. 
An innovative multimedia approach to learning was therefore considered necessary. It 
was decided that the learning package to be developed should consist of self-learning 
print material (SLPM), an audio-video package and contact programmes for intensive 
counselling. 	

Figure 1:  Self-learning print material

   

Figure 2:  Sample illustration
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The SLPM was expected to cover a very wide range of subjects, ranging from the basic 
features of the Indian Constitution to themes like development with social justice. The 
process included the transformation of complicated technical programme manuals 
developed by the ministry for various rural development programmes into simple SLPM. 
The language and presentation of the SLPM was, therefore, kept utterly simple. Initially 
it was thought that Michael West’s A General Service List of English Words (1953) might 
be helpful in simplifying the language. What, however, worked was a combination of 
command over the language and the subject matter, and it was this approach that came to 
be instrumental in taking the task to its logical end. 

In order to make the material, comprising 23 booklets in all, more interesting and 
relevant, it was illustrated extensively. Almost every page of the SLPM is illustrated. 
Illustrating study materials, however, is not only a time-consuming process, but also a 
difficult and challenging one. It calls for a sound knowledge of the subject matter and a 
full understanding of the context—the clientele and the environment. The very effective 
visual content of almost each page of the SLPM materialised through the use of graphic 
illustrations, which turned the SLPM into a form that could be accessed and assimilated 
even by the neo-literates. For example, in explaining to our clientele what “gender 
issues” mean, dictionary meanings would not serve our purpose. We used an illustration 
to explain this concept. The visual, Figure 2 above, shows the male head of a household 
sitting on a cot in the backyard of his house. The son comes and sits on the other side of 
the cot. He asks his sister to fetch him a glass of water. The balloons show that it is the 
women in the family who have to wash the utensils, go to the jungle to fetch firewood, 
cook food and fetch drinking water from afar. The son in the family is not used to helping 
himself, even to a glass of water; his sister must fetch it for him. 

2.3 Innovative use of media

The audio-video programmes accompanying the print material are intended to 
supplement the print material and help in the assimilation of the content. In addition, 
they add an interactive element to the package and are expected to help those deficient 
in study skills to optimise learning from the SLPM. This way, these programmes realise 
the creative potential and effectiveness of the medium. In essence, these audio-video 
programmes are integral to the learning strategies devised for the entire programme. In 
the process of shaping this media intervention, we compressed the essential knowledge 
and information given through the SLPM into six video and 12 audio programmes. The 
mediated interventions are so devised that even those lacking in study skills do come up 
to the basic level of understanding. 

Media interventions, however, cannot be expected to achieve the desired results unless 
they are easily accessible to the target group. In the Indian rural situation, one cannot 
depend totally on the state-run television broadcasts to reach the masses everywhere. 
Lack of the necessary infrastructure (in terms of the supply of electricity and the 
availability of equipment, particularly in remote areas) constrains the process further. 
Special arrangements were therefore made to enable the target beneficiaries to view 
programmes through a mobile reception system that was made available at haat bazaars, 
the weekly markets, normally held for marketing local products in rural areas. In one of 
the four districts, Dhar, covered in the initial phase, a 50-day campaign was drawn up for 
the dissemination of information through the presentation of the audio-video packages at 
68 of these haat bazaars (weekly markets). Similarly, in another district, Bastar, which 
is otherwise inaccessible, audio-video packages were shown at 150 haat bazaars. These 
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presentations attracted considerable attention from the target clientele and the feedback 
received was quite encouraging.  

2.4 Intensive contact-based counselling at grass roots level

Initially, the SLPM and audio-video programmes were introduced in just one state, 
namely Madhya Pradesh, having 58,000 elected members	of the local self-government.

The size and the wide geographical dispersion of the clientele group, together with the 
divergent learning styles and preferences of its members, necessitated additional learner 
support in the form of contact programmes for intensive counselling to clarify any doubts 
which might arise during the process of learning from the materials. The creation of a 
cadre of local counsellors was a part of the training strategy designed for this purpose. 
Accordingly, a cadre of 350 local counsellors	was trained with the help of master trainers. 
These local counsellors have since then conducted hundreds of counselling sessions at 
grass roots level. 

Figure 3:  Master counsellors’ training programme in progress

Strategy for training the counsellors: The strategy for creating a cadre of local 
counsellors included, among other elements, a training programme to prepare master 
trainers identified by the state government concerned and drawn from the four selected 
districts. This first-step-training programme aimed at building up the knowledge and 
skills of the selected potential trainers in the pedagogy as required and the role of 
counselling in distance learning systems. Since the end product was expected to be a 
cadre of master trainers well equipped with the pedagogical skills that would enable them 
to train local counsellors, the following major areas were given special attention in this 
programme:

• A knowledge component,	familiarising them with the panchayat, the local self-
government system

• An understanding component, covering the why and how of distance learning and 
the role of electronic media in its dispensation
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• A skills component,	covering the necessary skills required of a counsellor in distance 
learning systems

• An attitude component, including a positive disposition towards the need for 
capacity-building among elected local self-government members/functionaries

The process of training was not only participatory, but also included demonstrations 
of the skills required of an effective counsellor. Role-playing played an important part 
in imparting the necessary skills to the participants. The details of the master trainers’ 
training programme were recorded as a manual for the trainers to help them when they 
conducted their respective training programmes. This proved to be a very useful tool for 
the second stage of training—that of local counsellors.

The integration of the text with the corresponding illustrations, highly effective media 
inputs and local counselling made the material so interesting and the programme effective 
enough to qualify for and earn the Commonwealth of Learning President’s Award of 
Excellence in March 1999. 

3. sustainaBiLity anD transFeraBiLity oF tHe 
ProJect

3.1 International transferability

A number of presentations on the programme (while it was in progress) were made at 
various international conferences, including the Thirteenth Commonwealth Conference of 
Education Ministers held in Botswana in 1997, the Thirteenth AAOU Annual Conference 
held in Beijing in 1999 and the ICDE Asian Regional Conference held in New Delhi in 
2000. The participating countries received these presentations very well, and some of 
them have shown interest in sharing and adopting the approach for application within 
their own socio-economic and administrative frameworks. 

3.2 Trans-national transferability

At the national level, the informal feedback received from the field so far is very 
encouraging, as a large number of NGOs, state open universities and other institutions 
have shown great interest in joining hands with us in using this multimedia package on 
a sustainable basis. In addition, IGNOU has been receiving a number of requests from 
various state open universities and other organisations seeking collaboration for purposes 
of implementing the regional extension component of this programme in their respective 
states. Further, at IGNOU there was also a growing realisation that the programme should 
be utilised to its fullest potential. 

Keeping in view that there is a good network of state open universities and state institutes 
of rural development now available throughout the country, these proposals were given 
serious thought and, after careful consideration of all the aspects involved, it was decided 
to conduct an orientation session together with the collaborators’ meeting to which 
state open universities, state institutes of rural development and a few select institutions 
could be invited.  The meeting was held on December 18–19, 2002. Vice-Chancellors of 
seven state open universities, namely Karnataka State Open University, Nalanda Open 
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University, Yashwantrao Chavan Maharashtra Open University, Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar 
Open University, M.P. Bhoj Open University, Vardhaman Mahaveer Open University and 
U.P. Rajarishi Tandon Open University, attended the meeting. In addition, directors of 
two state institutes of rural development and the president of an NGO also attended. 

The main objectives of the orientation session/collaborators’ meeting were to: 
•	Apprise the participants from state open universities (SOUs), state institutes of rural 

development (SIRDs) and other institutions of the genesis and the objectives of the 
project, the process of its implementation and its present status

•	 Explain the need for involving SOUs/SIRDs/other institutions in extending the 
programme nationwide

•	Discuss the modalities of a) decentralizing the process of project development 
in terms of the extension of its regional component, and b) transferring the 
responsibilities of implementing it to SOUs and other institutions

There was a consensus among all the participants about the utility of the IGNOU package 
and its relevance to each one of them. They were all appreciative of the way the package 
was developed, tested and presented. It was agreed that follow-up activities would be 
taken up by the respective universities/institutions to extend the project coverage to all 
the regions/states of the country. Further, the participants were of the unanimous view 
that IGNOU would have to keep a minimum level of monitoring mechanisms in place to 
monitor the implementation of the programme by SOUs/SIRDs and to provide additional 
inputs as and when necessary (Report 2003). 

The strategy to materialise this transfer, and thus sustain the programme at the national 
level, comprises two components: a) making the package available in all the Indian 
regional languages, and b) training the partner institutions in operating the distance 
mode of learning for implementing the programme effectively. Already, the SLPM has 
been translated into five regional languages—Gujarati, Kannada, Malayalam, Marathi, 
and Telugu, and the collaborating institutions concerned have already been provided 
with the manuscripts of these translations for their use. Also, the MOUs required to 
legalise the decentralisation of the project activities have been signed by IGNOU 
and the participating institutions. Outside India, Bangladesh has decided to replicate 
the programme for its system of local self-government. In this connection, the Dean, 
School of Agriculture and Rural Development, Bangladesh Open University (BOU), 
visited IGNOU in 2004 to study the IGNOU Panchayati Raj Project. Subsequently, the 
Commonwealth of Learning (COL) supported a workshop (conducted by the Director, 
IGNOU Panchayati Raj Project in May 2004) at BOU to help them replicate the project 
in Bangladesh. 

4. toWarDs a cuLture oF QuaLity

As this study pertains to a case that does not come under any academic rubric, I have 
not talked about any quality issues in the foregoing narration, yet we were determined to 
make the narrated programme a quality intervention. There was no way we could think 
of academic accreditation, student learning outcomes, faculty credentials and the like; 
we had to begin with our own notion of quality assurance in this case—fulfilling the 
objectives of the programme/intervention against all the odds. 
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4.1 Creating an efficient and effective operational environment

This is the first task for the leadership of any developmental/educational intervention:

There has to be a sound operational platform—the leadership should i) know exactly 
what the job is, ii) be flexible, understanding and willing to learn from mistakes and 
take the entire team along with it, iii) be ready to delegate intelligently and collaborate 
purposefully and, above all, iv) be methodical in crucial operations like conceptualisation 
and implementation of the project objectives, activities, strategies and the management of 
resources, human as well as financial. 

We got this right, as we started with a state initiative manifested in a sound	legislation 
for bringing about democratic decentralisation at the macro level. This necessitated 
integrating development objectives with education and training by means of lifelong 
learning processes through the distance mode. Building thereon, we strived to understand 
the ground realities and the job at hand as clearly as possible, planned meticulously, 
allocated funds intelligently and took recourse to effective collaboration and participatory 
implementation wherever needed and possible. This approach ensures quality operations 
with quality outcomes.

4.2  Identifying and understanding the odds you are working against

This is an important task when working in a non-formal setting in a developing country: 

There are a number of common problems faced by the entire developing world. Poverty 
and lack of people’s participation in developmental activities are among the few that 
qualify for serious attention (Aslam 2004). In addition, the developing world shares 
the major chunk of the population explosion, particularly consisting of people who 
have missed out on some or all their education. At the same time, these countries face 
numerous challenges in their efforts to eradicate poverty and to materialise democratic 
decentralisation. In many cases, these efforts boil down to the widening of access to 
development education in order to cover large numbers, because of the limitations of 
the conventional educational/training systems in terms of their physical output. There 
is also a growing realisation that widening access to educational interventions through 
lifelong learning processes must necessarily be integrated with a variety of development 
objectives. Distance learning is seen by many as a transformative vehicle for increasing 
the pace of change by facilitating the integration of development objectives into 
education/training through lifelong learning processes. Consequently, the odds facing 
us were i) access—the large numbers of clientele, their geographical spread and socio-
linguistic diversity; ii) equity—the profile of clientele, that is educated, just literate, 
illiterate, old and young, men and women and rich and poor with different learning 
styles and preferences; iii) sustainability—a new set of the elected representatives to be 
trained every five years and, in between, those who come through by-elections; and iv) 
integration—of development objectives with those of education/training.

4.3 Addressing the odds squarely with unflinching determination 

The second step is to spell out and work on a discrete solution for each of the odds:

Keeping in view the size of the clientele (about 3.4 million representatives and their 
geographical spread across the country), enhancing access using the mixed mode 
delivery as a strategy provided the answer. Accessibility obviously would not have 
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been a sufficient answer if not accompanied by considerations of equity.	These were 
addressed through the instructional	design, providing scope to address different learning 
styles and preferences with extensive illustrations, highly focused video programmes 
and extensive counselling sessions. Considering the fact that any capacity-building 
intervention that is not sustainable dies out without creating any impact on the social 
plane, we invested in and engineered i) the involvement of the state government as a 
collaborating institution and ii) vigorous training of master trainers and counsellors, 
so as to ensure sustainability of the intervention. As for the integration of two distinct 
strains of objectives—social and pedagogical—we wove them together within each of 
the three strategies used—mixed-mode delivery, instructional design and participative 
decentralisation of operations.

4.4 Some lessons that address crucial micro-issues in quality assurance 
in ODL 

Some significant lessons provided by the implementation of this project (Potter & Aslam 
2003):

Realisation that it pays rich dividends if needs analysis forms the basis for 
programme planning. Needs analysis helps in identifying relevant content 
areas, sharpening the focus of the programme, and choosing an effective 
mode of delivery.

Recognition that due attention must be given to the learning styles and 
preferences of the target group. It is only then that one can assign realistic 
weights to the various components of a multimedia package and decide how 
it should be developed. 

Recognition that the success or failure of any intervention programme 
delivered through the distance mode depends mainly on the design of 
materials and the support provided to the learners. This is particularly true 
in the case of interventions that involve large numbers of staff, such as 
counsellors involved in learner-support services.

Realisation that capacity-building (particularly in the case of staff) plays a 
very crucial role in the success of a programme and has to be planned and 
implemented systematically. 

Realisation that education and training are not a one-shot exercise, but 
a continuous process. They need effective follow-up through regular 
reinforcement of the necessary knowledge and skills-related inputs if their 
long-term utility and success are to be ensured. 

4.5 How do we assess the success of an intervention in non-formal 
settings! 

“Whether or not expanded educational opportunities will translate into meaningful 
development—for an individual or for society—depends ultimately on whether people 
actually learn as a result of these opportunities, i.e., whether they incorporate useful 
knowledge, reasoning ability, skills and values…” (WER 2000) in their struggle for 
development, individual as well as societal. 
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tHe iMPact oF tHe ProGraMMe:   
a reaL-LiFe inciDent  (asLaM  2000)

No matter how large the scale of a project or how much effort you put into it, you 
can never really measure its success until you personally receive some positive 
feedback regarding the operations. One such incident occurred with me, which 
served to reassure me that the project was having the desired impact on the people 
concerned. 

About two months after the introduction of the programme in the selected four 
districts, a person walked into my office asking for a meeting with me. He was 
dressed in typical tribal attire and looked quite out of place in my office. On asking 
about the reason for his visit, I found that he was an elected representative of the 
local self-government (panchayat) of a remote village in Guna District of Madhya 
Pradesh. The distance training programme had covered his panchayat and thus his 
village. On perusing the training material, the panchayat had discovered that the 
land adjoining that village, which had been under the control of some influential 
person for quite a few years, actually belonged to the village panchayat. He was, 
therefore, sent as a representative to New Delhi to locate the person in charge of 
the training  programme  to enquire as to how the panchayat could regain control 
of the said land. In spite of the fact that the village administrative matters are 
beyond our jurisdiction, I immediately spoke to the Executive Director, District 
Rural Development Agency (DRDA), Guna, who agreed to visit the village as soon 
as possible and look into the matter. 

This incident acted as a confidence booster, and provided a real-life demonstration 
of how the project had started creating the desired awareness among the rural 
populations. Since then we have received a number of letters from beneficiaries 
appreciating one or another aspect of the package.
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cHaPter 4

QuaLity assurance in tHe aFrican 
virtuaL university: a case stuDy
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Catherine Wangeci Kariuki

aBstract

This study discusses the major issues confronting the successful adoption and sustained 
use of online learning in higher education within the African Virtual University with 
reference to its own quality assurance context vis-à-vis that of the donor institution(s). 
It is argued that the four main issues which universities must deal with to achieve the 
maximum potential of online learning technologies are the establishment of cost-effective 
practices, the achievement and maintenance of quality in online learning/delivery, 
ensuring access and equity in the delivery of programmes, and establishing practices 
which can enable online learning to be sustained and to grow as mainstream activities 
within the process of university teaching and learning. While these issues are suggested 
as discrete entities, it is recognised that there is considerable overlap in the influencing 
factors and in the strategies and processes by which they can be overcome. 

In addition, the case describes and provides exemplars of a number of strategies for dealing 
with the issues in ways which provide the means to support and sustain quality online 
learning programmes within universities and also in the broader educational context. 
These include the development of proactive programmes to improve teacher expertise in 
the design, development and delivery of online teaching, the use of programmes to support 
and maintain student readiness, the need to provide adequate technology infrastructure to 
support the programmes, and the use of strategies supporting the design and development 
of online programmes based on the customisation and reuse of learning objects.

1. BacKGrounD

1.1 The genesis of the African Virtual University (AVU)

This case study discusses the quality assurance process in the African Virtual University 
(AVU), which was established in 1997 as a World Bank project. With its headquarters at 
Nairobi, Kenya, it has a Regional Office at Dakar, Senegal. The AVU is not a university 
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in the traditional sense of the word. It is an educational institution that is a part of a 
network and works with and supports initiatives in African partner institutions to make 
use of open, distance, and electronic learning (ODeL) methodologies in teaching and 
learning at the tertiary level. In the process, the AVU takes cognizance of progressive 
developments taking place in African universities to increase access to their demand 
driven programmes by making use of different modes of distance education, open 
learning and electronic learning. 

When the African Virtual University (AVU) was established, its focus was on brokering 
content from reputable and established European and North American institutions and 
then passing on the content to African students through various forms of electronic 
media, one of which was a one-way asynchronous video conferencing format. In 
this context, the World Bank in particular and eventually other donors, principally 
the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) and the Department for 
International Development (DFID) of the UK, were convinced that African higher 
education and training institutions such as the AVU could take advantage of modern 
information and communication technologies (ICTs) and make quality programmes from 
Europe and North America available to a large number of African students at low cost. 
ICTs were seen as a more cost-effective way of increasing participation rates in African 
higher education and training. 

Further, at that time, the AVU was also seen as an education and training vehicle that 
could be used to bridge the digital divide between the north and the south. Additionally, 
the approach was viewed as a very cost-effective way of delivering content to African 
students through Learning Centres that were established throughout the continent under 
what became popularly known as the lead partner university (LPU) model, which 
provided for a network of selected francophone and anglophone African universities. 
Such LPUs included, for example, the University of Dar es Salaam, Addis Ababa 
University and the Université Gaston Berger de Saint-Louis in Senegal. The major 
content providers were, and still are, the Association of Universities and Colleges of 
Canada (AUCC) and Laval University in Canada for francophone African countries 
and the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology (RMIT) and Curtin University from 
Australia for selected anglophone universities. These foreign institutions produce the 
content that is then taught to African students using a combination of residential and 
distance education methodologies. The limitations of this model in terms of scalability1 
can be found in the small number of undergraduate students that the AVU has been able 
to train since its inception in 1997. The quality of the externally brokered programmes, 
however, still remains world class.

This delivery approach faced a number of challenges, of which the main ones were and 
still are:
•	 Programme conceptualisation, design and development that did not include tutors 

and academic policy-makers, planners and managers from African universities
•	 A governance model of the lead partner university model that was eventually 

challenged by the majority of the participating universities and users, especially in 
terms of its framework of capacity development and the contextualisation of courses

•	 Lack of scalability of foreign programmes to disadvantaged groups of African 
students due to high fees and unmet technological demands

•	 Problematic delivery and pedagogy models that relied heavily on an expensive 
technology platform and became labor intensive and therefore costly and difficult to 

1  Scalability refers to the ability of the program to admit more students beyond the numbers 
agreed upon in the legal Agreement among the external partner institution, the AVU and the African 
partner institution.
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implement, necessitating pedagogical and programmatic changes midstream which 
affected the quality of programmes and had a deleterious impact on learners

•	 Inadequate student-support systems, especially in terms of learning-management 
systems, that did not adequately take into account the institutional, national, 
educational and technological contexts of the learning environments in Africa

•	An educational approach that was supply driven in terms of content origination 
rather than based on the demands of African students and universities

•	 Insufficient financial resources and cumbersome procurement procedures that made 
it difficult to scale the programmes and make the AVU nimble and agile in terms of 
responding to the needs of African institutions

•	Weak ICT infrastructure and costly equipment on the African continent and 
inadequate bandwidth and connectivity which affected the delivery of content from 
Australia and Canada

•	 Lack of local ownership and incorporation of the visions and the strategic objectives 
of African universities into the documentation and the processes of higher education 
and training

•	 The fact that the distance teaching and learning model was problematic as it was 
based on an assumption that the ICT infrastructure in Africa would be amenable to 
particular technological teaching and learning platforms

While acknowledging the merits of eLearning and computer-mediated instruction and 
learning within the current model, it became evident that the AVU would not survive 
if it continued on the same path because the model was not flexible, scalable and cost-
effective.

1.2 The new path: A deviation from the original plan

The focus of the AVU is now to be a part of a network of African universities geared 
towards enhancing institutional capacity by supporting African universities through 
selective transfer of knowledge and technical know-how from its African and 
international partners. The AVU takes cognizance of the fact that the participating African 
institutions themselves are part of other networks. The aim of the AVU now is to enhance 
these communities of practice so as to bring to the surface, challenge and interrogate the 
prevailing mental models, and to foster more systematic patterns of thinking regarding 
distributed, blended or mixed modes of teaching and learning in the African tertiary 
education and training environment. In the process, quality assurance frameworks of the 
external partner institutions are being modified and contextualised to suit the prevailing 
circumstance in African universities. This process, being put into effect across borders, is 
managed by teams from Australia, Canada and the local African counterparts in meetings 
and workshops.

In this schema, the vision and mission of the AVU is to work with African institutions 
for the development of intellectual capital and quality assurance mechanisms for ODeL 
methodologies and continually to shape the future of delivering higher education and 
training in Africa in an affordable, equitable, scalable, flexible, cost-effective and 
sustainable manner by using different delivery methodologies and quality assurance 
frameworks. One key approach in the AVU’s overall strategy is the In-Country Strategy 
which, among other things, intends to develop local and institutional forms and 
frameworks of quality assurance. This strategy is the AVU’s road map for creating new 
strategic options for the AVU and showing how it can add value to education and quality 
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assurance activities already taking place in African universities which are aiming at 
increasing equitable access to quality higher education.

The In-Country Strategy is the AVU’s approach that will be used first to contextualise 
the existing programmes from Australia and Canada and develop quality assurance 
and quality control mechanisms and then to scale up programmes where universities 
have excess demand and limited supply. Further, the AVU works for localising quality 
programmes that are currently constrained by lack of human, financial and material 
resources. In some of the local partner institutions, quality assurance frameworks 
have not been fully developed as they have in some of the Australian and Canadian 
universities. Capacity enhancement in quality assurance, quality control, assessment, 
accreditation, certification and examinations will permeate all the activities of the In-
Country Strategy as far as localisation of foreign and existing programmes is concerned. 
Key areas where quality assurance mechanisms will be developed jointly by the 
consortiums of African institutions will include the following:

1. Assessment and examinations of programmes from across the borders and different 
institutions

2. Curriculum planning, development and evaluation in ODeL
3. Materials development and how to digitize content
4. Delivery and technology platforms that are relevant to African educational and 

technological conditions
5. Choice of learning management systems and enterprise resource planning systems 

germane to ODeL
6. Governance models that assist in conceptualising and the setting up and location 

of virtual campuses in traditional and residential institutions and in open or dual-
mode universities

7. Business management, auditing systems, financial management, human resources 
and funding strategies for ODeL initiatives

8. Personal and professional development in ODeL for academics, policy-makers and 
technicians in the consortiums of anglophone and francophone African institutions

9. Project development, management and evaluation in ODeL
10. Basic and applied research in ODeL

In this formulation, inter-institutional support for quality assurance will take the form 
of more formal curriculum contextualisation consortia in anglophone and francophone 
Africa. Within these communities of practice, this is the best collaborative way of making 
use of regional expertise and experiences in quality assurance mechanisms, frameworks, 
procedures and regulations.

2. QuaLity assurance in tHe avu

For us, quality assurance in our activities takes the form of a clearly articulated and 
systematic process of managing and accessing academic inputs from the external 
provider institution and the local African university. The goal is to ensure that the output 
is acceptable, qualitywise, to the stakeholder.

Here we focus on quality assurance in relation to the programmes the AVU is brokering from 
an Australian institution, namely the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology (RMIT).  
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It is an excellent case of how an institution from Australia is working within an 
African institution to deliver first-class programmes and at the same time working 
with local academics and managers to develop a very comprehensive quality assurance 
mechanism for programmes taught through a combination of virtual and online 
teaching and learning methodologies. The monitoring of the teaching and learning 
process covers a wide area in quality assurance, including the scope of confidence 
levels, external reference points, qualification frameworks, review mechanisms for 
assessment, audits, visits and what we regard as programme coordinating committee 
meetings, quality control of outputs such as reports, performance indicators and other 
arrangements that are put in place to support the quality assurance process. All the 
current programmes in the AVU have established frameworks for quality assurance 
mechanisms and procedures.

The quality assurance mechanisms that we intend to discuss here pertain to the computer 
science program that is offered in a number of anglophone universities in Africa. In fact 
one of the main benefits of the externally brokered programmes in the AVU network is 
that African institutions are able to learn different methods of quality assurance from 
well-established and experienced universities in Australia and Canada. The programmes 
are delivered to African students through a network of Learning Centres located in 
selected African universities. At the moment the AVU is offering certificate, diploma, and 
degree programmes to a number of students at Learning Centres (see the map for their 
actual spread) throughout the continent 

The advantage that the current AVU quality assurance system has is that the donor 
Australian institution has tried and tested quality assurance mechanisms and frameworks 
that it brings to the African higher education environment.  In other words, the system 
already has access to an international brand in the form of an Australian degree 
programme. Therefore, the AVU can boast of international standards, networking and 
benchmarking on the African continent as far as the quality assurance/control of its 
existing programmes is concerned. Quality assurance in this regard then is a set of 
activities that the institution abroad undertakes to ensure that standards are specified and 
reached consistently for a product or service it is offering in African institutions. 

In the AVU framework, quality assurance takes place at different levels which include: 
•	At the Australian institution  (faculty and department levels)
•	At the African institution (such as the University of Dar es Salaam)
•	At the AVU Learning Centre at a partner institution, which will now be termed an 

ODeL Centre
•	Among the lecturers and facilitators at the local African institution

Recognition, accreditation and validation of the programmes are done at all these levels 
of the AVU network to ensure that the product the student eventually gets at the end of 
the training programme is of a superior quality. In both Australia and Africa, we have 
professional bodies that are being involved in the process of quality assurance for these 
programmes. The review mechanisms, site visits and audits that are conducted by the 
Australian institution are probably some of the best mechanisms of quality assurance 
and examine all aspects of the programmes, including the content of disciplines 
themselves, as is attested to by students in various evaluations that are done by the 
Australian institution. 
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RMIT, like several other Australian universities, delivers many of its education 
programmes by a mixed mode with face-to-face teaching enhanced by independent 
modes of learning. Many of these enhancements are based on the use of Web 
technologies with a growing reliance on any of the robust technologies which are 
simple for students to use and easy for academics to adopt and integrate in ways which 
can enrich students’ learning. This calls for assessing and assuring the quality of the 
courseware produced using these technologies. In addition, the delivery modes being 
used are assessed continually by the RMIT, the AVU, the Learning Centres, the students 
and the African partner institutions.

3. rMit PoLicy: QuaLity in eDucationaL DesiGn 
anD ProDuction

RMIT has an institution-wide quality assurance system related to aspects of educational 
design for distance and online courses. All courses, no matter how minor the online 
component, are signed off at faculty level by each faculty’s Director of Teaching Quality 
(DoTQ). For this sign-off to be effected, there has to be evidence of clear educational 
design and planning. The distance and online approval process basically asks the faculty 
to show evidence of reasonable educational planning before their subjects become 
“live” on the distributed learning system (DLS). The DoTQs check that the faculty has 
considered the design features of an online system, thought about the overall rationale 
for the course in question and complied with the basic publishing standards (including 
copyright matters).   

The coherence between the Course Guide and the online presentation is a key criterion 
in this process. This is a minimal educational requirement and simply requires an 
assessment of that coherence. RMIT scrutinizes the Course Guide, which includes the 
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usual information relating to course details, learning outcomes, planned student learning 
experiences, assessment and study programme and an online checklist to determine the 
quality of the programme as a whole. A checklist for this process is shown in the table 
below.

SeCtion	A:	eduCAtionAL	PLAnning	And	deSign	oF	onLine	
environMentS	
toPiC	 SoMe	eXAMPLeS	to	ConSider	

Learner-learner/ learner- 
teacher interaction 

•	 Online tutorial sessions

•	 Feedback on practical work

•	 Continuous evaluation form

•	 Team assignments workspace

•	 Moderated discussion forums

Learner self-assessment/ 
feedback on learning 
progress 

•	 A current collection of assessment materials and supporting 
documentation

•	 Samples of previous assignments/project work (with documented 
student permission)

•	 A collection of past/recent exams and sample tests (where 
appropriate)

•	 Self-help quizzes (for formative assessment purposes)

•	 Provision for electronic submission of assignment work

•	 Publishing work for peer review

Study programme 
management/  
study skills support 

•	 Direct access to the related approved Course Guide

•	 A current timetable/timeline related to outlining face-to-face 
tutorials, lectures, lab/field work and online activities (with times, 
dates and location details)

•	 Online learning activities clearly described/linked to curriculum 
outcomes

•	 Current contact details of lecturers, teachers and tutors

•	 A structured collection of Frequently Asked Questions and/or 
Glossary

•	 Lecture outlines

•	 Laboratory notes

•	 News announcements

Resource-based/
problem-based  
learning environments 

•	 A structured collection of learning resources

•	 Clear links to related library resources and databases

•	 A structured and validated collection of annotated WWW links

•	 Multimedia simulations
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SeCtion	B:	onLine	LeArning	reSourCe	PuBLiShing	StAndArdS	

To be completed if the course contains a structured collection of online learning resources when 
the guidelines for the following areas are addressed: 

• RMIT intellectual property and copyright (online) 

• RMIT “identifiability” 

• Web site and interface design 

• Accessibility 

At RMIT all distance and online courses need to demonstrate additional quality processes 
which include:

• evidence	of	peer	review. The process of being open to feedback and scrutiny is 
essential in any scholarly activity and the key activity (teaching) is in that category.  
A report of the decisions made at peer review sessions is required. 

• evidence	of	forward	thinking	through	an	evaluation	plan. The evaluation plan 
is a requirement to indicate how important ongoing quality improvement is. While 
collecting evidence about the success of one’s teaching and how much students 
are learning ought to be a natural process, in reality evaluation is rarely carried 
out rigorously. This part of the policy requests a brief document outlining what 
evaluation strategies are to be used while the course is being taught to students.

4. DeveLoPinG Processes to enact tHe  
PoLicy at avu

4.1 Evidence of educational design

As stated above, this evidence is needed for all distance and online courses. RMIT uses 
two mechanisms to support this quality criterion. 
•	 The first is the production of exemplars. Here the growing number of developed 

distance and online courses is being used to provide examples for the faculty to 
use. As these courses have professional educational design and production input, 
the documentation of Course Guides is often more complete. One area that RMIT 
continuously tries to improve in the quality of Course Guides is in the realm of 
graduate capabilities or attributes. How does one course relate to other courses? How 
does the design of each course contribute to the desired graduate capabilities? The 
progressive building up of quality Course Guides and matching examples of distance 
and online courses is a priority need. 

•	 The second mechanism used, which is linked to the first, is the process of reviewing all 
DLS courses by review teams—one for each faculty consisting of faculty staff and staff 
from Learning Technology Services. A checklist similar to that in the table above is used 
for this review. The sorts of issues on which the review team provides feedback are:
•	Clarity in linking resources and activities to learning outcomes
•	Flexibility in catering for diverse groups of students
•	Linkage to strategic priorities, e.g., internationalisation, work-integrated learning
•	Links to activities and not just the provision of resources
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4.2 Carrying out peer reviews

RMIT provides a range of optional frameworks for this process which is extremely 
valuable as a staff development exercise. Basically, the staff gather in a computer lab, 
spend time going through partially or nearly developed distance and online courses, make 
comments and then have an open discussion. Most peer reviews are held over one to two 
hours and use the following set of criteria:
•	 Students undertaking the learning activities (including assessment) are likely to 

achieve the course’s learning outcomes.
•	 The course’s learning outcomes incorporate relevant graduate capabilities, i.e., such 

capabilities are explicitly incorporated into learning activities and assessed (e.g., the 
theme and process of reflection activated by feedback among the students).

•	 The skills, knowledge and experiences of the students commencing the course have 
been considered when developing the learning activities, assessments and resources.

•	 The course meets the needs, wants and circumstances of the diversity of the 
anticipated students (including student access and equity issues in relation to 
computers).

•	 The course, including the online components, is sensitive to the local language and 
culture of the students (including English language proficiency).

•	 The course can actively encourage and support student interest, interaction and 
engagement.

•	 The assessment activities (including criteria) clearly gauge the student capability or 
competency related to the desired learning outcomes.

•	 The course ensures that students are aware of the expected nature and standards of 
assessable work.

•	 The course provides opportunities for timely and constructive feedback on learning 
to students throughout the course.

•	At all times students know what activities and tasks to undertake.
•	At all times students know what standards are expected and how to get learning support.
•	 Students can readily locate and access all resources when needed as well as readily 

submit material to peers or the relevant teaching team.
•	 Students are aware of the type of assistance available at any stage during learning 

and can quickly resolve common issues.
•	 Students are readily able to provide feedback to the teaching team throughout the course.
•	 The teaching and learning activities are selected and developed to maintain or 

enhance the expected benefits versus costs, including the ongoing costs of teaching 
and assessing in the course.

•	All online materials conform to the RMIT Online Publishing Standards.

4.3 Developing formal evaluation plans

Each department and group at RMIT produces an annual student feedback plan but, as 
in most universities, the evaluation is focused mostly on measures of student satisfaction 
and, therefore, a learning-centred evaluation is undertaken. The strategies used for this 
process include:
•	 Survey of all students about access to computers, basic computer skills and 

experience in learning online
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•	Ongoing discussion boards to allow students opportunities to air their views, which 
are reviewed regularly by the Course Coordinator

•	Regular course team meetings to get an overview of the issues arising
•	Regular survey of students’ perceptions of online learning activities, access to and 

use of online resources and relationship to other parts of the courses
•	 Focus groups, e.g., about the structure of online courses (ease of use, functionality, 

etc.), online communication issues, etc
•	Detailed discussion of assessment results to provide evidence of the areas of courses 

that students can master and the areas that they find challenging
•	 Programme team meetings reviewing issues across first semester courses
•	Compilation of the final report indicating recommended changes for next iteration

5. is tHe netWorK acHievinG QuaLity outcoMes 
in its onLine courses?

5.1 Multi-level efforts to achieve tangible quality outcomes

In quality assurance plans, there is always a danger of excessive focusing on processes 
and ignoring, or not paying enough attention to, the subject matter being taught. Is 
RMIT really making headway? Is the online quality assurance policy resulting in better 
quality online learning environments? These are critical questions as far as quality 
assurance across borders is concerned. As far as these programmes are concerned, the 
donors themselves have conducted evaluations and audits, on their own, in relation to the 
following:
•	 The inputs to the planning, design and implementation of teaching and learning 

programmes
•	 The retention, completion and pass rates
•	 The learner support, especially the role of the Digital Library that is managed by the 

AVU
•	 The learning platform WebCT with which most African students have had to contend
•	 The processes at the Learning Centres and the African partner institutions
•	 The outcomes of the AVU/RMIT programmes especially in terms of impact on 

development
•	 The analysis of the cost implications of the programmes

Within the AVU, we have also managed to examine quality assurance from a perspective 
that critically examines the following:
•	 The technological context in a country, especially the ICT infrastructure and policies
•	 The educational context in a university, especially exposure to modern methods of 

teaching and student support services
•	 Access to teaching and learning materials for staff and students, especially 

opportunities for interactivity in learning by students
•	 The flexibility in managing academic programmes by the local university, the 

Learning Centres and the RMIT itself
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•	 Feedback mechanisms in the university and the Learning Centres
•	 The technological context in a university
•	 Training of university staff in the use of open, distance and electronic learning 

methodologies
•	 The technological readiness of the student
•	Availability of other teaching and learning resources that are very scarce in the 

developing world

RMIT is cautiously optimistic and satisfied with the processes that have been designed. 
Some of the indicators that give optimism include the following: 
•	 The need to consider quality assurance issues for courses in relation to programme 

level design and management is now more widely accepted.
•	 There is a much clearer idea of how to document and report on design issues to all 

stakeholders.
•	 There is little intellectual resistance to the need for evidence of the planning process 

(including copyright and intellectual property sign-off). 
•	 The response of the staff at workshops and discussions has been largely positive.
•	 The response and engagement of the staff at peer review sessions has been positive.

5.2 Ensuring quality in online programmes in Africa: The challenges

The major challenges to quality assurance in online programmes in Africa will continue to 
include the following:
•	Negative perceptions about distance education
•	Unavailability of a robust ICT infrastructure
•	High costs of bandwidth and connectivity
•	Development of effective quality assurance mechanisms and systems
•	 The establishment of academic standards that are acceptable to all the institutions 

concerned
•	 The maintenance of quality and standards in programme design, development, 

implementation and evaluation
•	Development of programmes that are “self contained” so that students do not need to 

rely on traditional methods or materials such as printed books

The biggest challenge will continue to be the development of quality and cost-effective 
programmes that are flexible and scalable, because the way the external programmes 
were designed allowed very little room for scalability

5.3 The lessons learnt

Our experiences with quality assurance in programmes that are brokered from overseas 
have shown that there is a need for a gestation period within the African institutions. 
What we have experienced, as far as the African partner institutions are concerned, is 
that there is a willingness to adopt quality assurance frameworks from overseas. We have 
also noticed, however, that those African institutions that do not have mature systems 
of quality assurance are more likely to adopt foreign systems of quality assurance. 
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The established African universities are more likely to resist the imposition of external 
quality assurance mechanisms. As a result of this situation, the AVU and its African and 
non-African partner institutions have now developed a homegrown approach to quality 
assurance. The approach takes place at the following levels:

1. External partner institution
2. African partner institution
3. A combination of the external partner institution, the African partner institution and 

the AVU

In this scenario, focus has been on teaching and learning, student assessment and 
examinations, learner support, the role of facilitators, the quality of learning resources, 
governance structures in the partner institution, the technology infrastructure and the 
teaching and learning management systems, and the relevance of the programmes 
within the African continent. In the process, the system has enabled our quality 
assurance mechanism and frameworks to satisfy the learner and our internal and external 
stakeholders. Like any other academic endeavour, more research within the African 
institutions is required to understand fully how to implement better quality assurance 
system, frameworks and procedures within the African context. 

6. toWarDs a cuLture oF QuaLity

The AVU case provides unique insights regarding the problems and promises 
accompanying the efforts to build a culture of quality in ODeL in situations characterised 
by complex diversity and lack of resources—anglophone versus francophone educational 
systems on the one hand and diverse institutional cultures on the other, both against the 
backdrop of a quality culture being imported from a developed continent by a developing 
one that lacks the required technological infrastructure, human resources and funding. 
This complexity is further enhanced as the case pertains to the latest models of ODeL, 
i.e., virtual transactions, so heavily technology dependent.

In a virtual network like the one operated by the AVU, quality assurance among different 
institutions that have a tradition of very localised quality assurance frameworks is very 
challenging to put in place. To promote a culture of quality in such a situation, of the 
various prerequisites that the African higher education institutions must fulfil, the more 
significant ones appear to be:
•	A thorough appreciation of learners’ circumstances, needs and abilities with a view 

to overcoming the issues of access and equity
•	Consensus with regard to the content, processes and outcomes of quality assurance 

legislation and mechanisms among the participating institutions to work for gradual 
convergence in perceptions leading to a corresponding convergence in quality 
concerns and practices

•	Affordable, available and sustainable ICTs—equipment, human resources, 
maintenance costs, dependable supply of electricity, bandwidth and connectivity

•	Affordable, user-friendly and sustainable educational platforms

With these prerequisites in place, “collaboration” may be the most significant factor 
in the process of promoting and establishing a culture of quality in ODeL operations 
in Africa. Decentralisation of processes is essential for strengthening this culture, but 
conscious efforts for quality operations at departmental and individual levels will not 
be forthcoming unless the academic and the administrative communities concerned are 
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motivated and come to an understanding with regard to the meaning, process and purpose 
of such a culture, for the sole reason that the system has cross-border applications 
and hence cross-border educational and financial implications. Collaboration, cross-
institutional, cross-border and cross-continental, therefore, forms the foundation (at the 
level of ideology) for a culture of quality in ODeL in African higher education.

At the operational level, keeping in view the lack of infrastructure and resources, 
innovative models of management are required, as workable combinations of 
technologies and rational operational compromises required to build communities of 
quality practices cannot be forged by traditional management systems. This brings us to 
the factor of leadership, imaginative as well as pragmatic, which alone can build such 
communities.   

Borrowing from Wenger (2003), to achieve this goal of building a community of practice 
in quality assurance for ODeL, the AVU is committed to “the authentic and supranational 
development of an infrastructure of imagination” as far as ODeL quality assurance 
mechanisms are concerned. Such an infrastructure will include virtual and physical 
facilities for orientation, reflection and exploration as envisaged in the AVU’s Research 
and Innovation Facility (RIF) when we deal with issues of quality assurance on our own. 
As Wenger (2003) argues, the orientation of the RIF will be in the location of researchers 
in the African higher education and training landscape so that they truly constitute a 
community of practice. We are also concerned with their virtual and physical locations 
in time and space and their increased use of electronic means of communication and 
sharing knowledge in ODeL. Furthermore, the RIF will enhance the virtual and physical 
locations of researchers in order to explain findings and research problems of quality 
assurance in ODeL as a networked community of practitioners on the African continent. 
Additionally, there is a need to deconstruct power hierarchies among African universities 
and academics/researchers as far as quality assurance is concerned in single and blended 
modes of teaching and learning that are flexible, cost-effective and efficient. This is 
essential so as to allow the vertical and horizontal articulation of credits by African 
students so that the African higher education landscape can begin to allow free/flexible 
movement of students across African universities, starting with those in our network. 
This has been a problem among African universities because we do not have access to 
any mutually agreed-upon cross-national quality assurance frameworks, mechanisms, 
procedures and processes. The RIF is intended to assist in the deconstruction of such 
academic hierarchies that currently exist in the African academy.

Further, the RIF will also spearhead iterative activities that are reflective, such as 
facilities for comparisons in research, retreats, conversations, sabbaticals and other breaks 
in the rhythm of intellectual discourse practices that are germane to quality assurance. 
It will also encourage exploration of ideas such as opportunities for trying things out, 
envisioning possible futures and possible trajectories, creating alternative scenarios in 
research on quality assurance for ODeL and pushing research boundaries, and developing 
simulations of what can work in African initiatives in ODeL on how to maintain the 
quality of existing and future programmes. The RIF for the AVU will be pivotal in 
building a reflexive, transformative and emancipating educational discourse for the 
development of authentic, original, and indigenous African communities of practice and 
local virtual and physical infrastructures for learning and teaching that benefit the entire 
network as far as quality assurance is concerned (Wenger  2003: 237). 
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cHaPter 5

QuaLity assurance ProceDures in 
teacHer eDucation: tHe case oF 
tHe nationaL teacHers’ institute, 
KaDuna, niGeria

Abdurrahman Umar

aBstract 

This case study discusses the quality assurance procedures and practices of the National 
Teachers’ Institute (NTI), Kaduna. It first highlights the institute’s QA procedures and 
practices and then shows how the QA mechanisms adopted by NTI have facilitated the 
attainment of its goal of producing teachers of reasonable quality whose classroom 
performance is comparable with that of the teachers produced by conventional colleges 
of education. This modest achievement is not without problems, such as inadequate 
funding and the need for more staff who are sufficiently grounded and skilled in the 
methods and techniques of ODL. Some of the lessons learned have been highlighted, and 
it is hoped that these lessons will be valuable to ODL practitioners in other developing 
countries with similar historical and socio-political backgrounds. 

1.  BacKGrounD

Higher education in Nigeria has witnessed unprecedented expansion since independence 
in 1960. From only a few institutions in 1960, the higher education sector has now 
grown to over 150 institutions in the form of universities, polytechnics and colleges of 
education. Despite this huge increase in numbers, the sector has not been able to meet 
the exponential rise in the demand for higher education. For example, while there are no 
more than 100,000 places in the universities, over half a million candidates compete for 
these places each year (FME 2003).

To meet this demand, nearly all the tertiary institutions offer part-time degree and 
diploma programmes and at least 14 tertiary institutions offer or claim to have ODL 
programmes which are operated through the so-called satellite campuses. The teacher-
education sub-sector has also expanded significantly in response to shortfalls in the 
supply of teachers needed for the implementation of the Universal Basic Education 
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Programme which was launched in 1999. There are now 64 teacher-training colleges with 
a total graduate output of 30,000 each year. 

The increase in the number of higher education institutions offering sub-degree, 
undergraduate and postgraduate courses using distance-learning techniques has received 
mixed responses from the government and the public. 

On the one hand, there is a sense of relief that higher education institutions are making a 
paradigmatic shift from elitism to egalitarianism, and thus are taking the issue of access 
and equity very seriously and it is argued that at last universities are responding to the 
phenomenal rise in demand for higher education because formal conventional forms of 
education have failed to meet this demand. For example, data from the Joint Admissions 
and Matriculation Board, which selects candidates for admission into tertiary institutions, 
indicate that less than 10 percent of qualified applicants are offered admission in any 
given year. Therefore, some stakeholders see the proliferation of open and distance 
learning (ODL) programmes as a welcome relief. On the other hand, however, the 
expansion of ODL has also generated a different set of responses, particularly from 
the government and segments of the general public who, while acknowledging the 
necessity of using ODL to promote access and equity, see the unregulated growth of 
ODL as a threat to the quality of higher education and even to access and equity which, 
paradoxically, this phenomenal growth of ODL programmes seeks to promote. 

It is in this context that the National Council on Education, the highest policy-making 
body in the country,  directed that all the so-called satellite campuses established by 
nearly all the tertiary institutions should be closed by December 2000 and a regulatory 
system based on well-defined norms and standards be established. The overriding concern 
was the quality of ODL programmes and the parity between ODL and the conventional 
educational provision. Since 2001, every ODL institution is required to demonstrate 
that the quality of its delivery system and its graduates are comparable to those of the 
conventional institutions based on the same set of performance indicators.

2.  QuaLity assurance at tHe nationaL 
teacHers’ institute, KaDuna

A key problem in actualising the universalisation of primary education in most 
developing countries is how to produce a sufficient number of teachers of high quality. 
When the federal government launched the Universal Primary Education (UPE) scheme 
in 1976, it realised that the number of teachers being produced by conventional teacher-
training institutions was grossly inadequate. There was, therefore, the need to exploit 
the potentials of ODL in order to address the then existing shortfalls in teacher supply, if 
the goals of the UPE scheme were to be actualised. This was the context that led to the 
establishment of the National Teachers’ Institute (NTI) in 1978. Decree 7 of 1978, which 
established NTI, empowered it to:

(a) Upgrade under-qualified and untrained teachers
(b) Provide refresher and other upgrading courses for teachers
(c) Organise workshops, seminars and conferences which would assist in the 

improvement of teachers
(d) Conduct examinations
(e) Carry out research in conjunction with other bodies on any matter relevant to 

educational development in the country
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(f) Formulate policies and initiate programmes at all levels of education designed to 
improve, by way of research, the quality and content of education in Nigeria

(g) Assess from time to time the training programmes offered by the institutions 
controlled by or associated with the institute, with a view to ascertaining the 
professional competence of those institutions

(h) Offer such assistance, either alone or in co-operation with educational bodies as 
may be requested by the institutions controlled by or associated with the institute

(i) Foster and enhance international co-operation in the education of teachers
(j) Perform such other functions as necessary or expedient for the full discharge of all 

the functions of the Council under the Act

Furthermore, in Section 7(2), the enabling decree states that without prejudice to the 
generality of its provisions, the institute shall have and exercise the following powers “to 
provide such courses of instruction either alone or in association with such Universities 
and other Institutions whether in Nigeria or not, as the Council may determine, and 
to conduct examinations, and award such diplomas and certificates to those reaching 
a certain standard as a result of those examinations as may seem appropriate to the 
Council.”

The institute offers four programmes:
1. The Nigeria Certificate in Education (NCE), which is a four-year post-secondary       

programme with an enrolment of 93,000 students
2. The Advanced Diploma and Postgraduate Diploma Programmes with an enrolment 

of 8,000 students
3. The Pivotal Teacher Training Programme (PTTP) (which was last offered in 2003 

with an enrolment of 29,000)
4. The Grade Two Teachers’ Certificate (TC II) Programme for teachers who do not 

possess the TC II, with an enrolment of 103,000 students

In addition, the institute conducts workshops aimed at disseminating new knowledge 
and skills for enhancing on-the-job performance of primary and junior secondary school 
teachers.

There are two dimensions of QA at the National Teachers’ Institute, namely the internal 
and the external. Internal QA refers to those processes and practices that are designed 
and executed by NTI in order to ensure that its products are of high quality and are 
comparable with those of the conventional institutions in the country; while External QA 
refers to procedures carried out by accreditation bodies set up by the government, notably 
the National Commission for Colleges of Education (NCCE). This study focuses only on 
Internal QA as follows.

The institute’s Internal QA mechanisms cover the following operational areas:
• Admission policies
• Course approval and review
• Assessment regulations and mechanisms 
• Monitoring and feedback processes
• Staff selection and development
• Staff appraisal 
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2.1 Admission policies

The admission policies of the institute are exactly the same as those of the conventional 
institutions and are approved by the National Council on Education and the relevant 
accreditation bodies so that only qualified students are admitted. This is done to ensure 
parity and uniformity in the quality of students admitted to and the final output from all 
the teacher-training institutions in the country. This practice is understandable given the 
prevailing prejudices and misconceptions about the nature of ODL and the quality of its 
products, but it also raises questions about the “openness” of NTI as an ODL institution, 
given the stringent criteria for admission into its programmes.

2.2    Course approval and review

The Programme Design and Development (PD&D) Division of the Department 
of Academic Services of the institute develops proposals for course offerings for 
consideration by the Governing Council. The process of approval and review involves the 
following steps:
•	A survey of the learning needs of the target group (for whom the programme is to be 

designed) conducted by the Planning, Research and Statistics (PRS) Division.
•	Development of a draft proposal by PD&D and a critical discussion of the draft 

by selected academic staff of the Institute and experts from the 12 cooperating 
universities (i.e., the universities with which NTI collaborates on all aspects 
of programme design and implementation). The purpose of involving these 
12 universities in programme design and implementation is to ensure that the 
curriculum is of high quality and comparable with that of similar courses offered by 
other teacher training institutions in Nigeria. This exercise also helps in determining 
the extent to which the draft curriculum can meet the learning needs identified by the 
survey and facilitate the attainment of the goals of the programme.

•	 Submission of the proposal to the Board of Studies, the institute’s Management and 
the Governing Council for consideration and approval. The final approval is given 
by the Council, which also sets the timeframe for implementation and approves the 
funds required for the same. Each course on offer is reviewed after four years of the 
first offer. The review exercise covers the curriculum, instructional materials, and the 
delivery, management and monitoring systems, and is based on the process outlined 
above.

2.3 Assessment regulations and mechanisms

The institute’s procedure for evaluating students’ learning has two components: 
continuous assessment (CA) comprising tests, assignments, and practicals; and 
examinations conducted at the end of each semester. As specified in the National 
Policy on Education and the National Minimum Standards for Teacher Education, CA 
constitutes 40 percent of the overall assessment, while the related examination constitutes 
60 percent. All Study Centres are required to generate their CA scores based on at least 
three tutor-marked assignments, and tests taken from a set of modules. Uniformity in 
assessment is maintained with the help of marking schemes for all the assignments/tests. 

To ensure that quality and standards are maintained uniformly at all the Study Centres, 
all CA scores are moderated centrally at the institute’s headquarters using external 
moderators drawn from the collaborating universities. Similarly, question papers and 
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scores for all examinations are moderated centrally using external examiners drawn from 
all over the country. Rules and regulations regarding eligibility to sit for examinations, 
conduct of examinations and scoring/grading have been published in the form of a 
handbook on examinations, copies of which have been circulated to all state offices 
and Study Centres. This information is also contained in the students’ handbook which 
is issued to every student at the time of registration. A handbook on CA has also been 
published and circulated to all the study centres.

2.4 Monitoring and feedback processes 

Monitoring is an important aspect of the institute’s quality assurance activities. It 
provides formative and summative data that are used for improving course design and 
content and also for determining the extent to which objectives are being met. There 
are four types of monitoring practised at NTI: Subject Monitoring, Administrative 
Monitoring, Teaching Practice Monitoring and Examination Monitoring. Further, 
monitoring is conducted at four distinct levels, viz. headquarters, zonal offices, state 
offices and study centres. For purposes of monitoring a Quality Assurance Framework 
(NTI 2000 and NTI 2001) was developed and published in the form of a handbook called 
the Monitoring Guide for assessing the inputs, processes and output of the institute’s 
programmes. It contains instruments that seek to measure:
•	 The quality of various transactions: delivery of instruction, teaching practice, 

continuous assessment and examination procedures, and the overall management of 
the programmes

•	 The quality of subject matter in the study materials (curriculum content)
•	 The quality, efficiency and effectiveness of course tutors
•	On-the-job performance of the graduates

The objectives of monitoring and evaluation are:
•	 To determine the extent to which the approved policy guidelines are adhered to in 

programme delivery
•	 To identify the problems that may militate against the realisation of the goals and 

objectives of the institute’s programmes
•	 To identify the various resources that can help improve the effectiveness of the field 

offices
•	 To provide information on the basis of which improvements in instructional materials 

and facilities can be brought about
•	 To improve the professional development activities and performance of the field 

office coordinators, centre supervisors and course tutors so as to ensure effective  
delivery of instruction

•	 To assess the suitability of the staff involved in programme implementation

An innovative aspect of the monitoring exercise is the involvement of the State Primary 
Education Boards (which are the employers of primary school teachers), the State 
Ministries of Education, the Nigerian Union of Teachers, and the Federal Inspectorate 
Service. The membership of each monitoring team in each state is drawn from these 
agencies and the National Teachers’ Institute. The involvement of staff from these 
agencies helps NTI in responding to their needs and expectations as employers of NTI’s 
graduates and also in engendering trust, support and credibility for NTI’s programmes.
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2.5 Staff selection and development

The selection criteria for full-time and part-time staff are defined by the Governing 
Council based on the guidelines given by the appropriate accreditation bodies. The 
guidelines are the same for both ODL and conventional institutions, and the level of 
compliance by NTI is assessed periodically by the accreditation bodies.

To ensure that the staff do possess the requisite knowledge and skills for performing their 
jobs, a five-year staff development programme was developed in 2001. It focuses on 
enhancing the institutional capacity of NTI to actualise its mandate. There are two types of 
training: i) that which enables staff to acquire additional postgraduate qualifications (e.g., 
PGDE, M.Ed. and Ph.D.) and ii) that which takes the form of workshops and seminars 
aiming at disseminating new knowledge and skills for improving on-the-job performance. 
These workshops and seminars focus on areas that are most relevant to the institute’s 
needs: curriculum design and development, learner support services, instructional design, 
development and production of audio and video instructional materials, programme 
evaluation and computer appreciation. Attendance at such workshops and seminars is 
compulsory for the academic staff selected to attend them. In addition, special workshops 
and seminars are organised for Course Tutors and Centre Supervisors. These are aimed 
at enhancing their knowledge and skills and thus ultimately students’ learning. For such 
staff development activities and other capacity-building programmes, the institute receives 
support from various funding agencies, including the Commonwealth of Learning.

2.6 Staff appraisal

Staff appraisal procedures are similar to those generally applicable in the public service. 
All permanent staff are required to fill their Annual Performance Evaluation Report 
(APER) forms at the end of every year and submit them to their departmental heads, who 
assess the submissions and pass on their recommendations to the Management for its 
noting and action if required. The APER form focuses on variables such as productivity 
and output, personality, communicative abilities, diligence, versatility, physical and 
emotional stability, moral uprightness and relationship with colleagues.

As for the part-time course tutors at the Study Centres, their performance is assessed 
every quarter during the subject monitoring exercise using the instruments contained 
in the Quality Assurance Framework alluded to earlier (see sub-section 2.4). The 
instruments focus on the quality of delivery of tutorials, particularly the coverage of 
content and tutors’ professional competence, relationship with students and general 
attitude to work (e.g., attendance, meeting deadlines for the submission of continuous 
assessment scores, etc.).

Apart from the QA mechanisms described above, the institute also requests external 
consultants to critically study the quality of its graduates periodically (e.g., Baikie et al. 
[2005] and Tee-Kay Consultants [2004]), and/or requests its development partners such as 
the Commonwealth of Learning to provide a consultant to review an aspect of the institute’s 
programme delivery and management systems and make appropriate recommendations 
as to how these may be improved. For example, Koul (2004) was engaged by the 
Commonwealth of Learning to review the Learner Support and Delivery Mechanisms of 
the institute’s programmes. The services of such external consultants and resource persons 
have been of immense benefit to the institute. The far-reaching recommendations they have 
made and which the institute has implemented have helped to transform and strengthen the 
QA processes and practices outlined above and have generally enhanced the quality and 
efficiency of the institute’s delivery and management systems.
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3. eFFectiveness oF nti’s Qa ProceDures anD 
Practices

To outline the level of success attained in the promotion of quality, we turn to:
i) The findings in the report of a study entitled “An Evaluation of the Nigeria 

Certificate in Education Programme” (Baikie et al. 2005)  commissioned by the 
Institute’s Governing Council 

ii) The findings in “An NTI-World Bank Tracer Study on the Pivotal Teacher Training 
Programme (PTTP)”  (Tee-Kay Educational Consultancy Services 2004)

3.1 The Nigeria Certificate in Education (NCE)

The NCE is the approved minimum teaching qualification required to work in Nigerian 
schools. NTI’s distance taught NCE was launched in 1990 in response to the need 
for more qualified teachers in the system and the desire to meet the needs of a large 
number of Grade II teachers wishing to be upgraded to NCE level. So far the institute 
has produced 67,000 NCE graduates and 93,000 students are currently enrolled in the 
programme. In 2003, the Governing Council engaged a team of external consultants to 
undertake a comprehensive evaluation of the NCE programme. The objectives of the 
study were to:
•	Assess the teaching effectiveness of the graduates of the NTI NCE by Distance 

Learning System (DLS) in the classroom
•	 Examine the status of the learning environment of the Study Centres with emphasis 

on the physical and infrastructural facilities
•	 Examine students’ academic and professional performance across cycles
•	 Examine the professional profile of the course tutors and supervisors in terms of their 

qualifications, experience and eligibility to teach and supervise the courses assigned 
to them

•	 Examine the existing learner support system 
•	Determine whether or not and to what extent the state coordinators involve relevant 

stakeholders, especially the Local Education Authorities and the State Primary 
Education Boards, in the implementation of reforms and policies related to the NTI 
NCE DLS programme

•	Assess the general status of the NCE DLS programme in the light of the above and 
make appropriate recommendations necessary to improve the quality and standard of 
the programme and to move it forward

I will highlight the major findings that give an indication of the relative quality of the 
NCE by Distance Learning System (DLS). These are as follows:
•	 The graduates of the NCE DLS were effective in their classroom teaching and 

their performances were good. They were found to perform well in relation to 
abilities, skills and knowledge in the following aspects of classroom teaching: lesson 
preparation, communicating in English and the mother tongue, motivating and 
sustaining learners’ interests, and record keeping.

•	 The printed self-instructional modules were rated very highly by the students and the 
stakeholders (i.e., the Ministry of Education and the State Primary Education Boards 
that ultimately employ the NTI graduates).
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•	 The results of the comparison of NTI’s NCE (by DLS) graduates with those 
of conventional colleges of education showed no significant difference in their 
classroom performance.

•	Although the course tutors have the requisite qualifications prescribed by the 
accreditation body and the institute’s Governing Council, most of them need training 
on the methods and techniques of open and distance learning.

•	 The attempt to use audio materials to enrich students’ learning has recorded 
only limited success and most students rely exclusively on the print-based self-
instructional modules.

3.2 The Pivotal Teacher Training Programme (PTTP)

The PTTP is an 18-month post-secondary course which took off in August 2000 in 
response to the then existing shortfalls in teacher supply. When the Universal Basic 
Education programme was launched in 1999, it was estimated that at least 30,000 
additional teachers would be required between 2000 and 2006 for the effective 
implementation of the programme, and the institute was directed by the Federal 
Ministry of Education to design and implement the PTTP to satisfy that need. Twenty-
nine thousand (29,000) trainees have so far graduated. Federal government funding for 
the programme ceased in 2004, so it has been discontinued. The National Council on 
Education has directed that any state which needs the PTTP must be ready to fund it, and 
there are indications that some states are willing to do so.

In order to determine the effectiveness of the PTTP, the World Bank and the institute 
commissioned a nationwide Tracer Study of the PTTP graduates. Some of the terms of 
reference of the study were:
•	 To determine the extent to which the graduates of the PTTP have acquired the 

knowledge and skills for teaching in the primary schools
•	 To determine the performance and effectiveness of the PTTP graduates vis-à-vis their 

expected roles and duties in the primary schools
•	 To determine the aspects of the PTTP that have been most effective in adequately 

preparing the  PTTP graduates for the realities of  the Nigerian primary schools

The findings of the study indicated that:
•	 98.1 percent of the PTTP graduates sampled for the study were found to be effective 

and only 1.9 percent were rated as ineffective.
•	 The content of the PTTP curriculum was good, and the PTTP graduates were well 

prepared for it.
•	 The PTTP graduates’ classroom performance was good. They exhibited confidence, 

showed adequate knowledge of the content, were very friendly with the pupils, 
showed adequate skills in class management and learner evaluation (Tee-Kay 
Educational Consultancy, 2004).

In general, not only were the NTI graduates found to be effective in the classroom and 
comparable to their colleagues from formal conventional colleges of education, but 
the overall internal functioning of the delivery, management and monitoring systems 
of the institute also have improved and are currently more effective than they were a 
couple of years ago. Moreover, based on the recommendations of external consultants, 
particularly Baikie et al. (2005) and Koul (2004), additional changes and improvements 
have been effected in the past year to address key problems and inadequacies that 
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can affect QA adversely: i.e., data storage, retrieval and processing; late release of 
examination results and inadequate staff. Some of the crucial recommendations are 
outlined as follows:
•	 Strengthening the capacity of the department of field operations and students’ 

services which supervises zonal and state offices and Study Centres and regularly 
conducts all the monitoring exercises mentioned earlier

•	Making substantial investment in building the capacity of both the full-time and the 
part-time staff focusing on the design and delivery of courses and the management of 
ODL processes

•	 Building more links and partnerships with tertiary institutions, particularly the 
National Open University of Nigeria, for pooling their resources in areas like 
personnel and materials development and advocacy for ODL in Nigeria

•	Making additional investment in information and communications technologies 
initially for programme management and subsequently for programme delivery

With regard to the last recommendation listed above, concrete steps have already been 
taken. VSAT has been installed at the headquarters and a local area network (LAN) 
and a virtual library too have been established. Funds have been provided and Sidmach 
Technologies Nigeria Limited were appointed as consultants for the installation of 
VSAT in the six zonal offices and 37 state offices as well as the establishment of a wide 
area network (WAN) linking the headquarters, zonal and state offices under the Online 
Candidates’ Examination, Registration and Administration Solution (ONCERAS) 
project. ONCERAS seeks to upgrade the existing ICT facilities, expand their use in 
programme management and remove all the existing bottlenecks relating to data entry 
and processing, data storage and retrieval, particularly in relation to student registration 
and the processing of examination results. A major component of ONCERAS is the 
provision of adequate ICT infrastructure and the recruitment, training and re-training of 
the related staff.

4. QuaLity assurance ProceDures anD 
Practices in nti: soMe vaLuaBLe  Lessons

The QA procedures and practices described in this study took more than two decades 
to evolve and are continuously being subjected to critical reviews and transformations 
in response to new technological developments and changes in the socio-economic and 
political contexts in which the institute operates. Several useful lessons have been learned 
in this evolutionary and context-bound process. Here I highlight some of the practices 
that have helped in engendering a QA system that, despite its imperfections, helps in 
achieving some of the key objectives of the NTI ODL programmes. 

4.1 Development of self-instructional modules of high quality

One of the most important factors that contributed to the modest success of NTI is the 
high quality of its self-instructional modules that it produces and distributes among its 
students. These modules are rated highly by not only the students and tutors but also by 
both the ODL and the conventional tertiary institutions in Nigeria and some West African 
countries (e.g., Sierra Leone and the Gambia). As research has consistently shown, well-
designed and well-written modules engender good levels of learning achievement among 
students and facilitate effective achievement of educational objectives.
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4.2. Monitoring

There are three aspects of the NTI monitoring system that contribute to programme 
efficiency and effectiveness. These are broadening the scope of monitoring to include 
all relevant processes and practices relating to programme management and delivery 
using the Quality Assurance Framework; comprehensive nationwide monitoring and 
evaluation covering all state and zonal offices and Study Centres once every quarter for 
formative purposes and the prompt remediation of lapses/weaknesses identified during 
the monitoring exercise; and the involvement of major stakeholders such as the State 
Ministries of Education, the State Primary Education Boards, the Federal Inspectorate 
Service and the Nigeria Union of Teachers in the quarterly nationwide monitoring 
of programmes so as to promote the credibility of the programmes. The involvement 
of these stakeholders also promotes programme acceptability and ownership among 
stakeholders and the wider community.

4.3 Capacity-building

In the past few years, especially since 2001, the institute has invested significant funds 
in enhancing the knowledge and skills of academic staff in curriculum design and 
development, programme evaluation, test-item development and audio and video script 
writing. In this regard, support has been received from the Commonwealth of Learning, 
the British Council and the BBC. The institute also developed and implements a staff 
development programme that a) sets departmental quotas for training of staff at M.Ed. 
and Ph.D. levels and b) provides for organising in-house workshops and seminars that 
are intended to update the knowledge and skills of teachers in various aspects of ODL. 
An important outcome of this is the emergence of core professionals in these areas and 
the engendering of high levels of motivation among the staff which has in turn led to 
tremendous improvement in productivity and the quality of output. Indeed the institute’s 
experience in the past few years clearly indicates that providing opportunities to staff for 
continuing professional development strongly motivates them and raises their morale far 
more than extrinsic motivators such as allowances, etc., have achieved so far.

4.4 Use of external examiners and moderators

Part of the strategy adopted by the institute for QA and for promoting the credibility 
of its programmes among the general public and the stakeholders is the use of external 
examiners and moderators drawn from the collaborating universities and other tertiary 
institutions. This has helped in convincing the skeptics that the NTI programmes 
are subjected to the same rigorous processes of quality assurance as those of formal 
conventional tertiary institutions and therefore the quality of its products is comparable 
with that of these institutions. This is important in view of the fact that there is some 
skepticism among some stakeholders about the quality of the products of ODL 
institutions, including their graduates.

4.5 Use of a decentralised programme management and delivery 
system

The institute operates a decentralised programme management system made up of four 
tiers for the process of decision making and the implementation of such decisions, namely 
the headquarters which deals with policy, admission of candidates, materials design and 
production, planning and administration of examinations, funding and strategic planning;  
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the  six zonal offices which coordinate all the activities of the 37 state offices; the state 
offices which coordinate the activities of the local Study Centres; and the Study Centres 
where registration and the conduct of tutorials/practicals and examinations take place.

The power to take some important decisions relating to programme delivery and 
management has been devolved to the zonal and state offices and Study Centres. This 
four-level structure has been of immense use in enforcing norms and standards in the 
system as a whole and has helped in promoting a sense of belonging and organisational 
loyalty in the zones, states and study centres.

5. toWarDs a cuLture oF QuaLity

This study has discussed the quality assurance procedures used at NTI and has tried 
to show how these procedures and the related processes have helped in attaining the 
objectives of the institute. The NTI experience helps us in answering two basic questions: 
i) how can institution-wide commitment to quality assurance be engendered? and ii) 
how can the staff of ODL institutions, or for that matter the staff of higher education 
institutions, be made to imbibe a culture of quality so that they have a high level of 
sensitivity to quality assurance in their professional work? 

A key factor in developing the appropriate set of attitudes, ideas and beliefs that will 
promote and sustain quality is institutional leadership. Heads of higher education 
institutions must demonstrate, in words as well as action, their firm commitment to 
quality assurance and must motivate their staff to have a high level of awareness of 
how their activities and attitudes impact negatively or positively on the quality of ODL 
programme management and delivery systems. For example, prior to 2000 (i.e., before 
the present NTI Management was in place), the emphasis was on boosting enrolment in 
the NCE (under the DLS programme) with little attention given to the institute’s capacity 
to monitor it adequately and ensure that standards are not compromised. With the advent 
of the present leadership, which is more concerned with the quality of output rather than 
mere quantitative expansion, drastic action (including a reduction in the number of Study 
Centres from 492 to 380) has been taken to shift the focus to quality concerns such as the 
resuscitation and strengthening of the monitoring department, the adoption and utilisation 
of the new information and communications technology in programme management and 
the provision of adequate funds for monitoring, programme evaluation and capacity-
building. These steps have engendered a paradigm shift from mere quantitative expansion 
to quality management and have made a big impact on the quality of NTI’s programmes. 

Related to the importance of institutional leadership is the availability of adequate 
funding. It is often the case, at least in Nigeria, that bureaucrats, who allocate funds to 
higher education institutions, tend to be more impressed by quantitative expansion (i.e., 
meeting enrollment targets) than the less obvious procedures and processes that aim at 
promoting quality of outcomes. It is this phenomenon, manifested in the reluctance of 
politicians and bureaucrats to recognise the importance of allocating sufficient funds 
to quality assurance, that partly explains the near total collapse of the federal and state 
inspectorate services. Quality assurance is not a cheap enterprise and requires adequate 
funding from the government if the desired results are to be achieved. No matter how 
committed the leadership and the staff of an institution may be, they will achieve little if 
funding is inadequate.

Achieving an institution-wide commitment to quality assurance requires not only good 
leadership and adequate funding, but also a model of programme management that 
appropriately decentralises decision-making processes so that all the levels of staff feel 
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that they are part of the processes to the extent that prompt action is taken to address 
any problem that may arise at any point in the system. This is necessary particularly 
if the clientele is spread across the country and the centralised management model is 
prone to delayed reaction to problems in the system. At NTI, now zonal and state offices 
have been suitably empowered to take certain decisions that need not be referred to 
the headquarters, and this is an essential component of the institute’s quality assurance 
system.

Finally there is the need to harness the potentials of the new information and 
communications technology (ICT) to sustain and improve the quality of the programmes 
of ODL institutions. The specific ways in which ICT may be used, however, depends 
on the ground realities of each institution in each particular country. The most obvious 
use of ICT is its use for programme delivery. At NTI, however, the use of ICT has so far 
been limited to programme management, particularly the computerisation of staff and 
student data and the payroll system; use of e-mail to enhance communication among 
headquarters, zonal and state offices; and the establishment of a virtual library which 
facilitates access to innovative ideas and practices relating to ODL.
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cHaPter 6

QuaLity assurance anD Best 
Practices at yasHWantrao cHavan 
MaHarasHtra oPen university 
(ycMou): a case stuDy

Anuradha Deshmukh

aBstract

Today there are 12 open universities in India, each contributing distinctly to the open 
and distance learning system in the country. This study summarises some of the major 
initiatives taken by the Yashwantrao Chavan Maharashtra Open University (YCMOU)—
those that have contributed to its success and the international accolade received as a 
consequence.

Maharashtra, the state in which this university is located, has contributed extensively 
to social and educational reform in India as well as to the industrial and agricultural 
sectors. Though best practices have a contextual relevance, there is a consensus 
regarding the areas that call for quality assurance and enhancement in the DE systems. 
The case of YCMOU has been presented here using a generally accepted quality 
perspective consisting of the following components: 

•	 Institutional commitment and support
•	 Curricular flexibility
•	 Flexibility in learning strategies
•	 Learner support
•	 Assessment and Evaluation

An attempt has also been made to share institutional concerns and constraints and assess 
the impact of the quality-oriented initiatives taken by the university with regard to its 
functions. A major lesson learnt is that quality is a matter of continuous improvement 
and that each good practice offers a direction for further, more concerted action for the 
future.
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1. BacKGrounD

Established in July 1989, the Yashwantrao Chavan Maharashtra Open University 
(YCMOU) was the fifth open university in India, a country that has 12 open universities 
today apart from a large number of distance education institutions. Maharashtra, the 
second most populated state in India, has a rich tradition of social and educational 
reform. The literacy levels of the state, although not the highest in the country, are still 
higher than the national averages in terms of total literacy as well as gender distribution. 
While, as per the 2001 census, the national literacy figures are at 65.38 percent for those 
at and above the age of seven years, with males at 75.85 and females at 54.16 percent 
respectively, the figures for Maharashtra read at 76.9 percent, males being at 86 and 
females at 67. Furthermore, while India’s share in the world population is 16.7 percent, 
Maharashtra contributes 9.42 percent to India’s population.

Spread over a terrain of 308,000 square kilometres and with a population of over 96.8 
million, more than 57 percent of whom are rural inhabitants engaged primarily in 
farming, the state also has some unique features. Simultaneous with its agricultural 
progress has been its contribution to the industrial sector, catering even to the most 
sophisticated high-tech industrial needs. Despite its strong rural base, education as 
a sector has received its rightful attention from the earliest times, mainly due to the 
visionary direction provided by its social reformers and political leaders. In spite of 
the existence of many agricultural and non-agricultural universities, a technological 
university, a health science university and an increasing number of deemed universities 
and private education providers in the state today, the establishment of a separate state-
level open university for catering to the specific educational needs of the masses in 
Maharashtra has proved to be both a challenge and an opportunity.

Registering approximately 125,000 learners annually for a wide variety of academic 
programmes spanning the full range from certificate to post-graduate and the research 
level, YCMOU already has a cumulative enrolment of 932,500 learners. These learners 
are catered to by an extensive network of eight Regional Centres, some District 
Centres, and over 2,000 Study Centres. The self-instructional material, developed for 
the 685 courses included in the 82 academic programmes on offer, runs into 1,271 
course books, 342 videos, 311 audios and a large number of CD-ROM modules. The 
learner profile reflects a large number of employed persons from diverse vocations, 
housewives, persons from rural and tribal areas and also from the disadvantaged 
sections of society apart from some senior citizens, a few of them in their seventies. 
While catering to the needs of the common man, the university has also kept pace with 
the latest technological advances, especially those in information and communication 
technology. Today, with an experience of just about 16 years, the university has already 
established a name for itself, not only at the state and national levels, but also at the 
international level through the receipt of the COL Award for Institutional Excellence in 
Distance Education in the year 2002. 

2. QuaLity assurance initiatives

It is comparatively easy to describe factual developments in an ODL institution. It is 
much more difficult to make judgements about their quality. Besides, quality being 
a rather subjective, contextual matter, it may be examined from different analytical 
perspectives (Trindade et al. 2000), varying as per the needs of the different stakeholders 
in the system (Prasad 2003). Thus, for the learner as the primary stakeholder, quality 
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covers the entire gamut of a university’s functions; for the government, the terms 
quality and best practice probably refer to the most cost-effective operations/products; 
for the academic community, it may be viewed in terms of knowledge gains; from the 
employer’s point of view, the suitability of the product for commercial gains may be the 
yardstick and for the education providers, it may mean something that attracts learners 
and ensures social acceptability for what they offer. 

Apart from the stakeholders’ perspectives, more analytical views consider the parameters 
to define best practices in terms of the intrinsic value of the content of learning materials, 
soundness of learning strategies, efficiency of organisation and procedures, adequate use 
of advanced technologies and reliability of student support mechanisms (Trindade et al. 
2000). Alternatively, as the Eight Regional Accrediting Commissions (2000) suggest, 
best practices are conceived as divided into five separate components, viz. institutional 
context and commitment, curriculum and instruction, faculty support, student support 
and evaluation and assessment. Yet other ways of looking at best practices in terms of 
guiding principles have been outlined by various international bodies like the American 
Distance Education Consortium (ADEC), or in terms of “standards” in the distance 
education setting as they relate to “active learning, a sense of community, flexibility, 
timely feedback, reliable technology, course development timelines, complex legal issues 
like copyright and intellectual property and new forms of leadership and technology 
infrastructure” (Bruce 2003). Tulloch & Sneed (2000) make a very detailed list of 
benchmarks to assess quality-enhancing practices in distance education with respect 
to key areas like “learning goals, content presentation and learning activities; learner 
interactions; assessment/measurement; tools and media; faculty and faculty support.” A 
group of academics and researchers from the University of Guelph (2000) focus on the 
quality parameters for distance education courses while Chickering & Ehrmann (1996) 
elaborate what good practice achieves in the distance education setting through their 
“Seven Principles for Implementation.” Several other theorists and practitioners (Powar 
et al. 2003; Takwale 2003) as well as international accrediting agencies including India’s 
NAAC (Pillai  2003) and NIEPA (2002) have given their own contextually determined 
views regarding what constitutes quality and  best practices in the distance education 
setting.

Despite the different perspectives and orientations regarding the subject, there are a 
number of commonalities seen, albeit with differing emphases. Although YCMOU 
has not spelt out specific quality parameters, experience rather than theorisation has 
dominated the scene. The term best practice in the context of YCMOU refers to an 
initiative that is taken after considerable deliberation, is off the beaten track, has been 
introduced because of an emerging social need, has stood the test of time for a wide 
spectrum of learners and even though perhaps not systematically documented, has meant 
a value addition. It is in this light that the best practices of the university are considered 
here. For purposes of convenience, they have been grouped as follows:
•	 Institutional commitment and support
•	Curricular flexibility
•	 Flexibility in learning strategies
•	 Learner support
•	Assessment and evaluation
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2.1 Institutional commitment and support

Institutional commitment has been witnessed from different points of view: sensitivity to 
the needs of the learners, sustained efforts at developing relevant academic programmes, 
a concern for creating a trained and qualified workforce, a focus on upgrading resources 
to cope with advances in technology, a strong orientation towards systemic research 
and an openness towards objective appraisal of institutional practices—all this with the 
affirmed purpose of becoming a “mass varsity.” 

Sensitivity to the needs of learners has been shown in a variety of ways, especially 
through an insistence on prompt and accurate communication regarding relevant matters. 
Furthermore, all-round personality development of the learners has been supported 
through actively helping students to participate in the inter-university sports events and 
youth festivals generally organised for university students. Special concern has also 
been shown for the visually challenged through specially designed courses in computer 
science. A very unique initiative conveying an institutional commitment to a neglected 
section of society has been the provision of free education facilities to inmates of prisons 
at two places in Maharashtra. Many of these learners have now completed studies up to 
the first-degree level. 

Programme development has been undertaken with due attention to the need for and 
relevance of a particular programme. The overriding concern at all times has been the 
needs of potential learners as well as consonance with the needs of the state and indirectly 
of the nation as a whole. Besides, the vocational potential of the programme from the 
viewpoint of the learners has also been emphasised. 

Training of the entire staff—administrative, technical, professional and academic—in 
computer skills has been achieved with the result that almost every employee of the 
university is well versed in basic computer skills. Opportunities for professional 
development of the faculty and technical staff through externally conducted training 
programmes are also provided regularly.

Upgrading of infrastructure has been undertaken periodically through procuring the latest 
computer hardware and software, in-house development of various types of application 
software as well as the outsourced development of comprehensive software on the 
latest dotnet platform for systematising all the university’s academic and administrative 
operations, right from registration to final certification. This software, though presently 
in its pilot-testing phase, offers an integrated view of the university functions while at the 
same time allowing for parametric control in the design of each academic programme. The 
dotnet platform, with its inbuilt security features, permits general and Web-based access 
to authorised functionaries only. Augmentation of infrastructure in terms of buildings, 
equipment, etc., to keep pace with the developmental plans of the university, is also a 
regular feature. The lush green and beautiful university campus houses separate buildings 
for important university functions like examinations, general administration, academic 
programme development, audio-visual production, etc. The university personnel, an 
important component of the overall resource base, are recruited through a comprehensive 
procedure to ensure that the most capable and qualified hands are employed. A regularly 
adopted employee performance appraisal system further ensures steady performance.

A major challenge to an educational system geared primarily towards mass education, is 
the development of a strong research base (Pradhan & Deshmukh  2001). YCMOU was 
the first open university in the country to offer academic programmes at the post-graduate 
and research level. “Communication” has been identified as the core research area and 
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an emphasis has been placed on systemic research. A rather novel practice is that the 
research students are required to make three mandatory research presentations before a 
“research panel” prior to submitting their dissertations.

Openness towards objective appraisal of institutional practices has been evidenced 
through the assessment and accreditation voluntarily sought from the National 
Assessment and Accreditation Council (NAAC). Behind this step has been YCMOU’s 
strong commitment to quality. 

2.2 Curricular flexibility

Flexibility in curricular offerings has been introduced both in order to maintain the spirit 
of “openness” as well as to provide for “cultural contextualisation” so that the learning 
materials become appealing to diverse users. Modularity as recommended in “Course 
Development Best Practices” (2002–2004) has been introduced in all the academic 
offerings so as to maintain coherence in course content within a given module and allow 
for learner mobility.

While due attention has been paid to elaborate procedures of instructional design and 
material development, a very distinctive feature of this university has been the wide range 
of curricula being handled. The spectrum covers the lowest level of skill-based, certificate 
programmes for those who have had very few years of formal education (e.g. agricultural 
labourers, farmers, “helpers” in small factories, etc.) all the way up to the highest level 
of research-based programmes leading ultimately to an M.Phil. or a Ph.D. degree. 
Agricultural education has been an important focus for this university in view of the large 
rural population of the state. Apart from the mass education programmes dealing with 
agriculture, computer literacy, development of self-help groups for teaching pre-primary 
level children, etc., there are a number of professional programmes in the field of teacher 
education, library science, management science, journalism and the like; programmes of 
a technological nature (e.g., the Bachelor’s Degree in Information Technology, B.Tech. 
in Electronics and Mechanical Engineering, Marine Engineering, etc.); and various 
Continuing Education programmes involving technical or vocational skills like lathe 
operation, masonry, interior designing, fashion designing, beauty parlour management, 
etc. Now, in response to some important social needs, programmes are being developed 
in the areas of health science, human rights and co-operative management too. Another 
rather unique contribution that addresses the needs of distance learners has been the 
programme on self-learning skills. 

In addition to developing programmes that are relevant, periodic enrichment and 
updating is undertaken through new additional modules. Major programme re-structuring 
exercises have also been completed. For instance, the inclusion of courses and units like 
“General Knowledge and Social Awareness,” “Marital Adjustment,” “Rural Sociology,” 
“Environment and Pollution,” “Consumer Protection,” “Office Services,” “Personality 
Development,” etc., under the Bachelor’s Degree programme have made the programme 
both multi-disciplinary as well as applied in nature. Similar initiatives have been seen 
for programmes in Agriculture, Management Science and also the Teacher Education 
programmes through the “diagnostic approach to micro-teaching” introduced here. 

2.3 Flexibility in learning strategies

The real issues with respect to appropriate learning strategies are not technical but 
curriculum-driven and pedagogical. It is well recognised that distance education courses 
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should be able to accommodate a variety of learning styles and strategies—visual, 
auditory and kinesthetic. There is, therefore, the responsibility for providing a variety of 
learning resources (print, video, CD-ROM, WWW, etc.). The learning strategies selected 
by learners are probably based on their cognitive profiles. These cognitive profiles, as 
explained by Kolb in 1984 and reiterated by Trindade et al. (2000), “can range from 
intellectual-minded persons, at ease with theorisation and abstractions, to the pragmatic 
and application-driven students, who prefer to deal with concrete situations. Thus some 
learners may be naturally more autonomous and creative so that they feel at ease with 
innovative approaches, with alternative options, and even with the challenge of trying to 
construct knowledge themselves. Others may prefer a solid and sure approach and a clear 
and straight content.” Fortunately, with the current developments in ICT and particularly 
Web technology, offering a variety of options to the learners has become relatively easy. 
Despite this, with an increasing number of courses offered online and degrees offered 
through the Internet, quality concerns with respect to online education are coming to the 
forefront (Yang & Cormelious  2005).

YCMOU has moved ahead steadily but cautiously with regard to learning strategies. 
The nature of course content and the technological readiness of the learner groups 
have largely determined the teaching–learning strategy adopted. While face-to-face 
counselling, enriched by differing proportions of the audio and video components, has 
been used in the theoretically oriented liberal education courses, hands-on practical 
experience has been provided in field and lab-based courses as in agricultural science, 
electronics engineering and the like. A rather innovative peer-learning approach called 
Prayog Pariwar has been introduced in agricultural courses. This involves the formation 
of self-help groups of practising farmers, each having a leader who is a student of this 
university and who is the direct agent for transmission of knowledge. Another paired 
peer-learning approach is seen through the operation of the coaching teams in the teacher 
education programme for effecting transfer of teaching skills among learners. Extensive 
use of the latest Web-based communication technologies is seen in the engineering and 
computer programmes through the establishment of course-wise discussion forums, on-
line counselling and feedback centres and the development of several virtual classroom 
modules (VCMs) “to create the supportive and cognitively stimulating environment so 
critical to effective learning” (Campbell et al. 2003). Besides, in order to get the feel of 
the real, the development of video-based animations and simulated digital practicals for 
the electronics courses are well underway.

2.4 Learner support

In order to provide the resources and necessary support for the academic success of 
learners, YCMOU has established an extensive network of conveniently located Study 
Centres that are served by appropriately qualified and trained staff. The accompanying 
issues of equity and access have also been dealt with by adopting a sound rationale. 
A distinction has been made between the higher-end, professional programmes and 
the ones designed for mass education. By and large, for professional programmes the 
university has established one Study Centre for each district in the state, whereas for the 
mass education programmes, the university has gone down to grass roots level at remote 
locations. The establishment of these remote location Study Centres for the low-end 
programmes has ensured that students are not required to travel a distance of more than 
10 kilometres to access learning.

Special care has been taken to disseminate accurate and timely information about the 
institution, its programmes, courses, costs, related policies and requirements, etc., through 
the programme-wise prospectuses as well as a number of publications. Publicity through TV, 
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radio and the mass media has helped potential learners to discover the curricular offerings, 
and pre-admission counselling on a one-to-one basis has helped them in making appropriate 
choices. Focused attention has been given to providing accurate and timely information 
to students opting for online registration, as in the case of the B.Tech. or Engineering 
programmes. These and similar programmes offering web-based support also handle the help-
desk function and provide information about redressing grievances, if required. 

Learner-friendly features are included in the course material before bulk production, but 
care is taken to see that the material reaches the student in time through an elaborately 
worked-out material despatch procedure. Although admittedly, the first despatch cannot 
take care of all the individual problems that surface later, backup arrangements for a 
second and occasionally a third round of despatches are in place.

Considering that “many students experience financial difficulties in accessing learning 
through distance learning systems and that a caring university must put financial 
aid packages in place” (Dhanarajan 2003), the university has made provision for fee 
concessions and partial freeships for deserving students from the underprivileged sector. 
A recent illustration is the South Asia Foundation (SAF) Madanjeet Singh Scholarship 
extended to 1197 students of YCMOU for pursuing post-graduate and vocational studies.

Realizing that merely attracting learners to the system is not enough, the university has 
undertaken initiatives for providing sustained academic as well as administrative support 
to retain them in the system. The use of a TV channel during a given time-slot, the 
conduct of an interactive radio-counselling session once every month, the programme-
wise academic inputs and administrative information given through the house journal 
called Samvad (“dialogue”) and the recent use of the satellite-based communication 
system (EduSat) with technical support from the Indian Space Research Organisation 
are concrete initiatives taken in this direction. Under the EduSat facility, several Virtual 
Learning Centres have been commissioned in remote locations within the state, and the 
special type of interactive learning environment provided to the learners enables them to 
learn from the “best experts” in the field.   

2.5 Assessment and evaluation

In the context of learner evaluation, the YCMOU has developed a systematic approach 
for ensuring objective and reliable assessment of student learning. 

The continuous assessment component, that is normally viewed as necessary but 
difficult to implement in a distance learning set-up, has been implemented successfully 
in a number of academic programmes. With the accumulation of experience, however, 
periodic changes have been introduced to this component, mostly in terms of the weight 
assigned to it in the overall assessment of students as well as in the nature of evaluation 
tools that are being used currently. 

The use of scientifically developed question banks as resource material for test 
construction has ensured reliable and valid tools of assessment. The question-wise 
synoptic answers and marking schemes supplied to examiners in a Central Assessment 
Programme have resulted in considerable objectivity in the assessment of student 
answer scripts and the mechanised process used for objective type questions involving 
hand-scoring stencils or the ICR technology has ensured both speed as well accuracy 
in assessment. The voluminous task of result processing has been handled effectively 
through a well-functioning computerised system that assists in giving quick and timely 
feedback to the learners.
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Due attention has been paid to exercising controls at the stage of conducting examinations 
through careful selection and orientation of exam personnel. Problems or unfair practices 
brought to attention are promptly sorted through well-defined procedures. Some innovative 
steps in student evaluation have also been initiated. For instance, the Online Self Test 
Centre introduced for the Electronics Engineering Programmes provides unlimited Web-
based opportunities for self-testing with immediate feedback on performance. 

A practice being introduced in the teacher education programmes involves giving 
students assignments based on the audios and videos prepared for them so that they may 
view their instructional material in an integrated manner. Application-oriented questions 
rather than those involving mere recall of facts and also principles have been introduced 
in some of the curricular offerings in an attempt to move gradually but certainly towards 
open-book type examinations. Considerable pilot work for offering on-demand and 
online examinations on a sustained basis is also well underway.           

3. eXPerience GaineD FroM tHe QuaLity 
assurance initiatives

3.1 Impact of quality assurance initiatives

Quality assurance has been viewed by this university as an ongoing endeavour with 
possibilities always available for improvement. It is this basic premise that has led the 
university to keep on experimenting, trying out new solutions to old problems and later 
reviewing these. The practices of the university stated here are, therefore, those that have 
had a long-term positive impact on the organisation. Below is a summary of the gains 
experienced both at the individual as well as the institutional level:

1. An overall sensitivity to the needs of the learner has been created at all levels in 
the organisation primarily because of the institutional thrust toward providing 
prompt services, especially considering the diverse backgrounds of the learners. 
Viewing the learner as a “whole person” is also an allied outcome resulting from 
an institutional concern for catering to overall personality development.

2. The focus on the development of needs-based academic programmes with 
flexibility to revise and add newer, more relevant course modules has sensitised the 
university faculty to the dynamic role expected of them.

3. The impetus given to staff training and professional development has resulted in 
improved efficiency at work, despite a small workforce.

4. The heavy use of computerisation in regular working has added both accuracy as 
well as speed to day-to-day operations.

5. The efforts at carrying education to prison inmates have given even the hard-core 
criminals, sentenced to life imprisonment, a constructive approach to life. As an 
important service rendered to those abandoned by society, this has won much 
social accolade at the institutional level.

6. The peer-learning models evolved, the virtual classroom modules developed as 
learning resources and the use of TV and radio counselling as well as Web/satellite 
based communication technologies have provided considerable exposure to the 
staff and faculty for becoming multi-skilled professionals.

7. The importance given to research and the mandatory research presentations 
expected of research students, apart from having a motivating influence on the 
students, have also helped in developing appreciable sensitivity to rigour in 
scientific research among the YCMOU faculty. 



93

8. The initiatives taken with respect to the development of course-wise question 
banks have helped the institution in creating a credible system of learner 
assessment.

3.2 Constraints experienced

It would be unrealistic to believe that the quality-assurance initiatives taken by the 
university have occurred without their share of difficulties. By and large, however, it 
appears that the constraints experienced by this university are shared across the globe.

As reviewed by Covington et al. (2005), lack of administrative support and lack of adequate 
training have often resulted in faculty hesitance and occasional resistance to the integration of 
online components into the existing programmes and the use of satellite-based communication 
channels for programme delivery. The issue of faculty workload and the amount of preparation 
required in developing Web-based learning materials, along with the lack of merit pay or 
financial incentives for faculty who develop or teach online courses, are also constraints that 
have operated here, as in other places. The lack of technical support—adequate hardware, 
maintenance services and adequate infrastructure—has often been voiced by the faculty as 
important deterrents. “The Information and Communication Technologies provide challenging 
opportunities to access the best practices. But, are we prepared to use them, is the daunting 
question…,” is a very apt remark in the given context (Prasad  2003). As Maguire (2005) 
reports, it is also likely that some faculty and staff “worry about their career and the changes 
within the field and what those changes may do to their jobs.”

At the institutional level, the issue of competition from private and public institutions is 
a matter of increasing concern, especially in view of the current global trends. Doubts 
regarding the credibility of some competing institutions further aggravate this concern 
and help to keep us from initiating collaborative ventures.

Finally, the lack of grants or financial assistance for procurement of materials and 
equipment and meeting the expenses for software, design, development and delivery 
of courses, undertaking projects, etc., is also a disabling constraint experienced by the 
faculty and the institution as a whole. 

3.3 Lessons worth sharing 

With the rapid advances in communication technologies, the exponential growth of higher 
education institutes and the drastically reduced public financing of higher education, 
quality issues will always be at the forefront, especially in the context of GATS. A very 
important lesson for all those engaged in imparting higher education, particularly distance 
education, is to continually examine our so-called best practices with the firm conviction 
that the best practice of today can perhaps become even better tomorrow. For this, prior 
extensive documentation may not be as important as the dictates of first-hand experience. 
This is the approach that YCMOU has followed and also gained from.

While technologies are expanding at a very rapid rate, it is also important that one 
does not follow them blindly. As very rightly observed by Sherry (1996), “Too often, 
instructional designers and curriculum developers have become enamoured of the 
latest technologies without dealing with the underlying issues of learner characteristics 
and needs, the influence of media upon the instructional process, equity of access to 
interactive delivery systems, and the new roles of teacher, site facilitator, and student in 
the distance learning process.” Hence, rather than following a one-size-fits-all approach 
with respect to instructional strategies, it would be worthwhile to adopt a mixture of 
strategies as is the practice at YCMOU.
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Certain other lessons worth sharing pertain to the need for (i) concentrating on selecting 
the right persons to do a certain job because even the most exciting technology might 
prove to be a miserable failure due to the man behind its use, (ii) undertaking initiatives 
that would sensitise the workforce to the needs of the learners as “whole” persons, (iii) 
embarking on new initiatives only after the required minimum infrastructure—human and 
material—is in place and (iv) moving towards institutionalisation of processes and good 
practices so that what has been locally possible may also be achieved in a broader context 
through collaborative arrangements. 

4. toWarDs a cuLture oF QuaLity

Ideally, an institution may be considered to possess a quality culture when the need to 
achieve better outputs becomes an internalised passion for each and every employee. This 
need must be so deeply ingrained in every individual that it should guide further activity 
regardless of the external setting—favourable or unfavourable. Creation of this kind of need 
to improve continually on past performance or to contribute in a more effective manner 
is, to my mind, the key ingredient in developing a culture of quality in an institution. The 
following focused institutional efforts may contribute to creating this need:

•	 Long-term	policy	formulation		
While each institution has its own mission and goals, it is necessary that 
comprehensive, long-term policy guidelines and perspective plans are put in place 
and communicated to all concerned. This will help retain the main focus of the 
institution’s activities. 

•	 Strategic	planning,	goal-setting	and	performance	mapping	
In addition to long-term policy formulation, it is also necessary that each institution 
works out annual, quarterly and monthly plans and targets for all types and levels of 
work and periodically assesses the distances travelled and the milestones yet to be 
reached, with appropriate feedback to all concerned. 

•	 Proactive	management		
The top management must initiate steps proactively so as to be perceived as 
sensitive and empathic to the needs of employees while at the same time retaining its 
commitment to the overall interests of the organisation.

•	 decentralised	decision-making	
The distance learning system, with its inherent potential for operating on a massive 
scale, involves continuous monitoring and decision-making, necessitating, therefore, 
a decentralised approach characterised by responsible commitment of several people 
working at several levels of the organisation. 

•	 training	and	sensitisation	of	workforce	
Considering that the functionaries of the DE system need to be multi-skilled 
professionals, their training and skills upgrading are a recurring requirement that 
must be appropriately addressed. Continuous on-the-job technology training can, in 
fact, help achieve much even with a relatively small workforce.

•	 Appropriate	deployment	of	human	and	other	resources	
Quality of output may be ensured through planned deployment of human resources 
and adequate allocation of other resources, taking into account both the needs of the 
organisation as well as the capacity, skills and interests of the employees.
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•	 Role importance and clarification of responsibility	
A very important need in the context of developing a quality culture is that each and 
every employee has a set of well-defined responsibilities and is made to feel that 
his/her contribution is very important to the overall performance and image of the 
university. Periodic, open dialogue between the top management and the lowest level 
employees might help to boost employee motivation.     

•	 output-linked	incentive	system	
A carefully developed and properly implemented performance appraisal system 
coupled with a well-defined incentive system may go a long way in motivating 
employees to give their best, without becoming complacent. Occasionally, there 
may also arise a need to apply disincentives within the framework of what is legally 
acceptable. This, though necessary, is a matter not yet adequately addressed by 
any higher-learning organisation in the country. In this regard, inviting inputs and 
suggestions from the private/industrial sector may prove useful.

•	 Collaborative	tie-ups	and	competitive	endeavours	
Recognising that it is gradually becoming increasingly difficult for an institution to 
work in isolation, undertaking joint projects as well as collaborative ventures with 
other institutions will help in increasing accountability among the collaborating 
partners for discharging their share of responsibilities. Likewise, encouraging 
competitive endeavours among employees will also foster the need to upgrade 
knowledge and skills and improve performance, thereby helping them in building the 
much-required institutional quality culture. 
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aBstract

In 1992, the University of the West Indies (UWI) took a decision to widen access to UWI 
programmes and courses by incorporating distance education as an integral part of 
its operations. Based on this decision, UWI was transformed from a single-mode to a 
dual-mode institution, with the University of the West Indies Distance Education Centre 
(UWIDEC) being created in 1996 to facilitate distance delivery. UWIDEC’s operations 
involve a mixed mode of delivery featuring audio-conferencing, printed materials 
and face-to-face tutorials. UWIDEC, like many other distance education institutions, 
has recognised the potential of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) 
to enhance distance education course delivery. In particular, the ability of specific 
technologies to encourage collaboration and interaction regardless of time and space has 
great appeal and potential for distance education in the region. To this end, UWIDEC 
has been incorporating the use of ICT into the delivery of its programmes and courses, 
taking a “blended learning” approach. There is, however, a recognition of the need to 
ensure the quality of the programme offerings, particularly in the light of the new move 
towards the use of ICT. UWIDEC currently has a set of quality assurance procedures 
for the development of its print materials. These procedures, however, do not provide for 
quality in the use of contemporary ICTs, including web-based tools. This study explores 
the process being adopted by UWIDEC and the challenges faced in the development and 
use of a culturally appropriate quality assurance tool specifically for web-based course 
development and delivery. 
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1. BacKGrounD

1.1 The University of the West Indies

The University of the West Indies (UWI) is a regional university which is supported by 
and serves 16 English-speaking countries—Anguilla, Antigua and Barbuda, the Bahamas, 
Barbados, Belize, British Virgin Islands, Cayman Islands, Dominica, Grenada, Jamaica, 
Montserrat, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, the Republic 
of Trinidad and Tobago and the Turks and Caicos Islands.

The university began teaching in 1948 as a university college affiliated with the 
University of London, and was chartered to be a university in 1962. UWI now has 
campuses at Cave Hill in Barbados, St. Augustine in Trinidad and Tobago and Mona 
in Jamaica. The total student body, which was 33,363 for the 2004/5 academic year, is 
distributed amongst the Faculties of Law, Humanities, Science and Technology, Social 
Sciences, and the School of Clinical Medicine and Research at Cave Hill; Arts and 
Education, Medical Sciences, Social Sciences, and Pure and Applied Sciences at Mona; 
and Engineering, Humanities and Education, Medical Sciences, Science and Agriculture, 
and Social Sciences at St. Augustine. 

1.2 UWIDEC and distance education in the region

UWI is now a dual-mode institution. In addition to the three main campuses, the 
university has centres in all of its non-campus Caribbean countries, which form part of a 
network that is managed by the University of the West Indies Distance Education Centre 
(UWIDEC).

UWIDEC was established in 1996 to expand the university’s initiatives in distance 
education. This was in recognition of the fact that transition rates to tertiary and 
university education were/are much lower than expected (Kambon & Busby  2000) 
and this may be due to a lack of access, particularly for those prospective students 
living under less privileged circumstances. Kambon & Busby (2000) point out that the 
Caribbean countries have made significant progress in the education sector with regard 
to the provision of equal access to primary school and overall literacy rates. They point 
out that in the English-speaking Caribbean, a larger share of national income is allocated 
to education than in any other region of the developing world, averaging around 5.5 
percent compared to 3.4 percent for Latin America and 4.2 percent for Africa (IADB 
1999). While this is the case, expenditure on education is more focused on primary and 
secondary education. UWI, as a regional institution, therefore recognised the need to 
widen access to programmes by providing distance education options.

Currently, UWIDEC offers three full undergraduate degree programmes, a Certificate 
in Gender and Development Studies and an Advanced Diploma in Construction 
Management at its 30 centres located throughout the English-speaking Caribbean. 
These programmes are offered using a combination of synchronous (real time) and 
asynchronous (delayed time) interaction. The synchronous interaction is facilitated 
through the audio-conferencing system of UWIDEC and face-to-face tutorials, 
while print materials and some computer-based activities and resources comprise the 
asynchronous component. 
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2. incorPoratinG conteMPorary icts in 
uWiDec oPerations

Prior to the setting up of UWIDEC in 1996, the university’s initiatives of distance teaching 
were implemented through UWIDEC’s forerunner, the University of the West Indies Distance 
Teaching Experiment (UWIDITE). The core technology used by UWIDITE was audio-
conferencing, which linked a few remote sites across the region to facilitate the synchronous 
delivery of selected courses and programmes (Kuboni, Thurab-Nkhosi & Chen  2002b).

The UWIDITE telecommunications network has since been upgraded under UWIDEC 
and has been expanded to incorporate other technologies to support file transfer, 
computer-mediated communication and Internet access. The network itself now 
comprises 30 sites located in the 16 contributing countries of the UWI that are connected 
via a leased circuit to form a wide area network. 

Increasingly, ICT (especially the Internet) is being used in distance education to create 
learning environments in which learners, tutors and learning resources can all be 
networked (Frydenberg  2002;  Marshall & Gregor  2002). Adoption of the Internet in 
the Caribbean, however, lags significantly behind that in the United States and other 
developed countries. Further, Internet adoption is uneven within the Caribbean region; for 
example, in 2003 approximately 37 percent of the inhabitants of Barbados were Internet 
users compared to 6 percent for St Vincent and the Grenadines, and one percent for Haiti 
and Cuba (ITU 2004). Given this low and uneven adoption of ICT in the region, it is 
necessary for UWIDEC to provide access through its sites.

Figure 1: Map indicating UWIDEC sites

Each site is equipped with one or two audio-conference rooms as well as a computer 
laboratory of at least 10 computers that are connected in a local area network. These 
computers are installed with Microsoft Windows and Office Professional software and 
have multimedia capabilities.
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UWIDEC now employs a mix of media in the delivery of the university’s distance 
programmes, with pre-packaged print materials being the core component supported by 
face-to-face tutorials, audio-conferencing and some online elements. 

While the UWIDEC network provides the connectivity for the online delivery mode, 
the WebCT learning management system, on which the initial online teaching/learning 
environment was built from 2000 to 2004, is physically located on the St. Augustine 
campus on a server that is housed in the Information Technology Services Unit of the 
campus. The UWI St. Augustine campus has a dedicated connection to the Internet and 
the WebCT server shares this connection with other servers on the campus. In 2004 
UWIDEC took a decision to move to an open-source learning management system 
(LMS), “Moodle,” for all future online course elements. This decision was based 
on assessments conducted by both the UWIDEC Web Administrators and the Mona 
Information Technology Services Unit of various open-source learning management 
systems (MITS 2004). The assessments considered usability features and help facilities, 
support for technology staff, customizable look and feel and discussion forums, e-mail, 
file exchange, synchronous messaging, calendar, automated testing and scoring, group 
work and student tracking. The two main reasons for switching to Moodle were, first, to 
avoid the significant licensing costs and the dangers of lock-in associated with closed-
source enterprises; and second, and perhaps more important, because of the fact that 
learning management systems are evolving constantly. An open-source LMS such as 
Moodle allows the user to build features relevant and specific to the user’s needs, while 
maintaining a fairly consistent look and feel. 

Moodle is currently used by more than 1800 educational organisations around the world 
to deliver online courses and to support face-to-face courses. The term “Moodle” stands 
for “modular object oriented developmental learning environment.” As an Australian 
slang expression, however, it means “to toss around an idea in your head for a while to 
look at different aspects of it.” 

3. WeB-BaseD LearninG: an overvieW anD 
cHaLLenGes

3.1 UWIDEC and Web-based learning

With the growing use of Web-based technologies in formal education, different 
modalities are emerging in which the computer-networked environment is being used 
for instructional delivery. UWIDEC’s approach to the use of the Internet between 2001 
and 2005 falls at the lower end of Eastmond’s (1998) continuum1. During this period, 
UWIDEC St. Augustine had a web-based component in just eight courses.

The online elements of seven of these courses were the subject of a research study 
conducted by UWIDEC St. Augustine (Kuboni, Thurab-Nkhosi & Chen 2002a; 2002b). 
The incorporation of web-based elements in the course delivery packages presented 
a number of challenges. For practical purposes, these challenges have been grouped 
into four categories, using Whitely’s (2000) criteria for measuring quality in distance 
education, viz., academic, administrative, technological and financial. 

1  Eastmond explains that this type “allows students to participate in e-mail exchanges with 
instructors and other students, support on-line research in libraries … and may also make use of on-
line discussion groups…” (p. 34).
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3.2 Academic challenges

Motivating academic staff to develop courses in a timely fashion, including setting 
assignments and assessing assignments and examination-scripts, has always been one of 
the major challenges impacting the quality of DE programmes. This challenge affects not 
only the timeliness of the course delivery, but also the quality of the materials produced. 
Shorter deadlines result in less than ideal course development processes and ultimately 
disregard for, or short-circuiting of, quality assurance procedures in place. To help 
overcome the challenge of motivating academic staff, supportive policies are needed 
in the university to “help instructors understand how their distance learning activities 
correspond to strategic university initiatives, and thus, provide a contextual base” for 
them to work on (Lee & Dziuban  2002: 71).

Currently, the move toward asynchronous delivery utilising various combinations 
of multi-media and Internet-based technology at UWIDEC has created a number of 
additional academic challenges, foremost among these being the adequate preparation 
of staff and students for this shift. Within the region many students and lecturers are 
uncomfortable with the teaching and learning environment generated by the use of 
multi-media and online learning in particular. Some lack the skills and capabilities to 
manipulate the technologies, others are not willing to learn and still others have little or 
no access to the necessary hardware or software to enable them to be participants in Web-
based learning. In a study done in 2001 on the readiness of UWIDEC students for online 
learning, it was found that only 53 percent of the subjects sampled deemed themselves 
very capable of creating and editing files and 51 percent rated themselves at a similar 
level in accessing and using the Internet (Kuboni, Thurab-Nkhosi & Chen  2002a).

It was also recognised that while many of the students were not ready for online learning, 
others were capable and ready. This suggested that any online courses developed by 
UWIDEC must be able to cater to students at both ends of the capability scale. UWIDEC 
must also consider the quality of existing online courses in a competitive environment in 
which students are able to compare UWIDEC’s offerings to those offered elsewhere.

3.3 Administrative challenges

Administrative challenges faced by UWIDEC arise largely from the fact that UWIDEC 
spans 30 sites in 16 countries. Maintaining clear communication and streamlining 
registration, examination and student tracking processes within an online environment is 
constantly impacted by the varying human resource abilities and strengths of individual 
countries/states. Additionally, there are challenges that arise from administrative 
practices that have been developed for on-campus education. Facilitation of the required 
changes “must take place through administrative leadership to catalyze positive changes 
throughout the institution” (Lee & Dziuban  2002: 71).

3.4 Technology challenges

The rapid rate at which technology is changing and the ability of the institution to 
respond to these changes is a major challenge. There are inconsistencies with regard 
to capabilities of sites for accommodating online teaching and learning. For example, 
during the 2004/2005 semester, one course offered an online quiz as part of the student 
assessment. Some sites were unable to administer the online quiz and opted instead to do 
a face-to-face version, some giving the following reasons:

  “…we are still without computers.”
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 “…  the computers are outdated.”
 “…  there are 35 students in the course and only 3 functioning computers in our lab.”
 “We have approximately 60 students and 6 computers. In addition, Information 

Technology classes are scheduled for the computer lab.”

UWIDEC must also ensure that, even as technologies become more advanced, 
appropriate technology and adequate equipment are acquired to meet the needs and 
capabilities of the institution and its stakeholders. 

3.5 Financial challenges

As UWIDEC continues to expand, costs of running the institution also increase. While 
economies of scale may be enjoyed in some areas such as mass production of course 
materials, other areas require large investments of capital. These include facilities for 
students to enable them to use new technologies, costs associated with increasing and 
enhancing student support, adequate staffing and infrastructure. Commercial learning 
management systems can be very expensive and therefore difficult to maintain over 
time as recurrent costs rise, and so, as said earlier, UWIDEC decided to switch to the 
open-source product Moodle. This switch in learning management system presents other 
challenges including training of staff, migration of courses and orientation/re-orientation 
of students and course developers.

3.6 Specific quality assurance mechanisms

“Quality” has been defined in many ways (e.g., see Harvey & Green 1993), including 
zero defects, excellence, transformation/empowerment, value for money, and fitness 
for purpose. Also, “notions of quality are evolving or merging” as the higher education 
environment changes, in particular as “new forms of provision in higher education such 
as online or eLearning and cross-border or transnational education” prompt the need 
for change (Campbell & Rozsnyai 2002: 24). The challenges outlined in the previous 
subsections highlight some of the unique characteristics of the distance mode of delivery 
and, more specifically, a blended approach to distance education in the Caribbean 
region. These characteristics set distance education apart from conventional education 
and suggest the need for specific quality-assurance mechanisms. Otto Peters makes 
the point that distance education is best understood as an industrial operation, where 
tangible products are created and distributed following “the industrialization principles of 
rationalization, division of labour and mass production. The teaching process is gradually 
restructured through increasing mechanization and automation” (Peters 1967: 13). Thus, 
criteria for measuring quality vary between conventional systems of education and 
distance education because criteria for the latter need to incorporate the industrial aspects 
of the process. 

The Institute for Higher Education Policy (IHEP 2000) identifies seven quality indicators 
for distance education. These include:
•	 Institutional support—This goes beyond adequate infrastructure and includes such 

considerations as incentives for professionals, a written technology plan, electronic 
security

•	Course development—a peer review process, minimum standards for course 
development, a team approach
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•	Course structure/design—quality of advance organisers and access devices, learner-
centredness, clarity of objectives and content

•	 Teaching/learning process—learner-centred versus instructor-centred, peer 
interaction, self-help

•	 Student support—counselling, tutorials, administration
•	 Faculty support—appropriate training and relief provided to enable staff involvement
•	 Evaluation and assessment—system in place for the evaluation of the effectiveness 

of programmes/courses

4. QuaLity assurance at uWi:  DeFininG a Qa 
tooL For uWiDec

In August of 1996, just as UWIDEC was created, another new entity, the Board for 
Undergraduate Studies (BUS), also began its duties, with one of its responsibilities being 
to plan and direct a system of quality audit and quality assurance for the UWI (OBUS 
1997). The definition of quality adopted by the BUS for its work at UWI is one of “fitness 
for purpose” (OBUS  2000). However, as noted by the former Director of UWIDEC, 
Professor Badri Koul, although there is an official UWI policy on quality, the institution 
has not documented a clear position on “the issues of standards and or quality assurance 
in the case of distance education” (Koul 2003). In the absence of specific guidelines for 
distance education within the quality assurance framework of UWI, UWIDEC has been 
planning and directing the evolution of such a framework specific to its evolving blended 
approach. 

4.1 The existing quality assurance processes and procedures 

The BUS identifies two variations of the quality assurance process at UWI, namely an 
internal and an external process. The internal process is concerned with the quality of 
the learning experience of the student, while the external relates to the outcomes of the 
teaching/learning process.

At UWIDEC, internal and to some extent external quality assurance processes and 
procedures have been implemented for various aspects of institutional operations. Most 
of these processes, while existing in written form in various policy documents, have 
not been documented as part of a comprehensive quality assurance policy. Moreover, 
there are gaps in the existing processes, which have been identified by Whitely (2000) 
and Koul (2003). Using the Institute for Higher Education Policy (IHEP 2000) quality 
indicators to provide a framework, Table 1 outlines the current UWIDEC processes for 
quality assurance.
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Table 1: The existing UWIDEC processes for quality assurance 

QuALity	indiCAtor uwideC	ProCeSS/ProCedure whether	
doCuMented

Institutional support

	Fees paid to academic staff as an incentive 
for course development

	UWIDEC courses recognised for 
assessment and promotions

	Support staff providing course 
administration assistance and facilitating 
communication with non-campus sites for 
course coordinators



UWIDEC 
Statement of 
Policies and 
Principles

Course development

	Team approach

	Standards for ideal course development 
process documented and agreed to by all 
three course development teams

	Standards for when the ideal course 
development process breaks down

	Writer and editor procedures



Curriculum 
Development 
Handbook and  
Quality Assurance 
Process and 
Procedures

Course structure/design 

	Clear instructional design process 

	Use of graphics, photos and illustrations

	Professional page composition

	Built-in student exercises and practice 
opportunities

	Professional printing and binding



Course plan forms

Style guides

Templates

Teaching/learning process 
and student support

	Local tutor support

	Audio-conferencing

	Student Support Officer



Faculty support 	Course development training 

Evaluation and assessment
	Course evaluation

	Research Officer
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4.2 A tool for online learning

The challenges identified earlier all impact on UWIDEC’s ability to deliver quality online 
programmes. It was therefore recognised that, in addition to addressing the challenges 
through relevant policy and administrative changes, it was necessary for the organization 
to devise some way of ensuring that quality standards were met at every stage of the 
course planning, development and delivery process. To this end, the curriculum teams 
on each of the three campuses agreed to develop a quality assurance tool to guide the 
planning and development of online courses in particular, since this was the “newest” 
addition to the delivery mix. 

Recognising that benchmarking and other quality assurance tools were gaining popularity 
as universities realised the importance of quality assurance in tertiary education (Inglis 
2005), the curriculum teams decided to use an existing quality assurance tool (a 
benchmarking rubric) that had been developed, tried and tested by a research team at 
the University of Botswana (UB), which faced challenges similar to those of UWIDEC. 
The selection of this tool was due mainly to the fact that one member of UWIDEC St. 
Augustine’s curriculum development team had been involved in developing it and saw 
the similarities in the challenges faced by both the institutions operating in developing 
contexts with limited resources (Lee, Thurab-Nkhosi & Giannini-Gachago 2005). The 
UB benchmarking rubric was based on, but not limited to, i) benchmarking research 
done for the WebCT Exemplary Course Awards Rubric; ii) research done by Billings, 
Conners & Skiba (2001) on quality of web-based nursing programs; and iii) the US-based 
Flashlight Program that conducts research on the use of ICT in educational programs. The 
curriculum development teams at St. Augustine, Mona and Cave Hill, with permission 
from the team leader of the UB research group, reviewed the UB’s benchmarking rubric 
and arrived at a format and specific criteria to be covered in a quality assurance tool for 
UWIDEC. While the UB benchmarking rubric was essentially an evaluation tool to be 
used at the end of course development, it was felt that UWIDEC should develop a quality 
assurance tool to be used throughout the course development and delivery process. 
The criteria used by UWIDEC were informed by international criteria established for 
measuring quality in distance education (ADEC  2002; IHEP  2000; Michigan Virtual 
University  2002).

Based on the criteria, and UB benchmarking rubric, the UWIDEC quality assurance 
tool was designed to be used during three stages of course development, namely pre-
production, production and evaluation. A series of teleconferences were held to arrive at 
the draft quality assurance tool given below.
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Table 2:  UWIDEC quality assurance tool
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			PhASe	1:	CourSe	ConCePt	(PLAnning)

1

An eLearning 
course development 
checklist has been 
completed

Course 
developer and 
instructional 
designer

Will be set 
when course 
writer’s 
contract is 
signed

A separate, 
comprehensive 
tool that 
identifies the 
elements in 
a course plan 
exists

A course 
concept 
outlining 
choice and 
combination of 
media, content 
areas and 
assessment

  

2

Clear student 
learning objectives 
have been 
developed.

Course 
developer and 
instructional 
designer

  

Student 
learning 
objectives 
stated clearly 
in the course 
plan

  

3 Clear performance 
criteria set

Course 
developer and 
instructional 
designer

  
Assignments, 
rubrics for 
students

  

4

The course plan 
includes active 
learning, i.e., case 
study, problem 
based, anchored 
learning, etc.

Course 
developer and 
instructional 
designer

     

5

The plan includes 
opportunity for 
student-to-student 
interaction

Course 
developer and 
instructional 
designer

     

6

The plan includes 
opportunity for 
student-to-instructor 
interaction

Course 
developer and 
instructional 
designer

     

7

The plan includes 
the use of additional  
resources, e.g., 
links, presentations, 
audio, video files

Course 
developer and 
instructional 
designer

     

8

The plan includes 
the appropriate use 
of technology tools 
for the objectives

Course 
developer and 
instructional 
designer
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		PhASe	2:	ProduCtion	PrePArAtion

9

Draft course content 
has been prepared 
in manageable 
segments based on  
the course concept

Course 
developer and 
instructional 
designer

     

10
Draft content and 
course concept have 
been reviewed

Instructional 
designer      

11 Draft content has 
been edited Editor      

12
Relevant copyright 
information has 
been requested

Editor      

13

A consistent, 
visually appealing 
course design has 
been developed

Graphic 
designer      

14

Web site structure 
has been defined, 
i.e., areas for course, 
pages in these areas

Web designer      

15
HTML pages have 
been developed and 
uploaded

Web designer      

16

The homepage 
not only provides 
information and 
guidance, but it is 
also engaging

Web designer 
and graphic 
designer

     

17

The course outline 
provides all the 
information required 
by the students in 
the course

Course 
developer and 
instructional 
designer
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18

Course schedule 
contains all the 
information on 
assignments and 
assessment dates

Course 
developer and 
instructional 
designer

               

19

Consistent guidance 
available for 
students and easy  
to access

Web designer      

20
Easy to navigate 
through course 
components

Web designer      

21 Easy to navigate 
through the content

Course 
developer and 
instructional 
designer

     

22

All segments 
have manageable 
amounts of 
information

Course 
developer and 
instructional 
designer

     

23

Learning activities 
are part of the 
course content 
delivery

Course 
developer and 
instructional 
designer

     

24 Accessibility issues 
are addressed Web designer      

			PhASe	3:	Student	SuPPort	CriteriA

25 Course orientation 
designed Team      

26 Tutors assigned for 
the course

Course  
coordinator      

27
Communication 
tools developed for 
the course

Team      

28
Response time for 
communication 
decided on

Team      
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29

Learning styles 
are considered 
throughout the 
material

Course 
developer and 
instructional 
designer

     

30
All chats and 
discussions will be 
moderated

Course 
developer      

			PhASe	4:	Student	And	CourSe	ASSeSSMent	And	evALuAtion	CriteriA

31

Assignments 
developed to 
encourage critical 
thinking

Course 
developer and 
instructional 
designer

     

32
Self- assessment 
activities have been 
developed

Course 
developer and 
instructional 
designer

     

33
Opportunities for 
student inputs into 
assessment criteria

Course 
developer and 
instructional 
designer

     

34 Course evaluation Team      
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It was decided that this tool would be used on a pilot basis as new online courses were 
developed so that revisions to the tool could be based on practical experience. Out of 
these experiences, several issues have emerged.

5. usinG tHe tooL: Lessons Learnt

5.1  Adequate timeframe

To benefit from the outcomes of the use of the tool, there must be adequate time for 
planning a course to allow for changes, questioning during the development and delivery 
process, reflection on the process and finally amendments when required. Courses that are 
being developed while they are delivered do not allow for application of the tool.

5.2  Consistent application

To be effective, the quality assurance tool must be applied consistently throughout the 
process. Application during the planning and development stage, while omitting the 
evaluation stage, for example, devalues the tool and reduces its effectiveness.
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It should also be recognised that a decision to use the tool requires application to ALL the 
courses with an online component and not just to the ones that we may have more time 
to work on. This requires commitment by staff on all campuses involved in the course 
development and delivery process.

5.3  Responsibility for applying/using the tool

Specific individuals should be assigned responsibilities for applying the tool in order to 
ensure consistency of delivery. The various levels or phases of the planning and delivery 
process to which the tool can be applied generally determine the person(s) responsible for 
its application. For example, during the course planning stage, the curriculum specialist 
should assume responsibility for ensuring that the criteria identified for quality are met. 
Clear guidelines on who is responsible for what activity must be given at each phase of 
course development. 

5.4 Follow-up

Decisions and action must be taken on data obtained from the quality assurance tool, 
and clear timeframes developed and specific actions taken to address any problems or 
challenges identified. Advantage must be taken of the relative ease of making changes 
and adjustments to courses in an online environment.

5.5 Expectations

The quality assurance tool for web-based learning at UWIDEC is a work in progress. 
As UWIDEC evolves and increases the use of Internet technologies, however, tools 
such as the quality assurance tool will become increasingly important for putting in 
place the necessary checks and balances. While much more work needs to be done on 
the quality assurance tool, every effort has been made to ensure that in its development, 
consideration was given to the specific challenges faced by students and staff of 
UWIDEC. In this regard, it is intended that, as the process continues, the tool will emerge 
as an integral part of the web-based course development and delivery process.

6. toWarDs a cuLture oF QuaLity

Notwithstanding the challenges faced in using the tools for quality assurance, 
UWIDEC’s attempts to implement and maintain a system of quality assurance point to 
the engendering of a culture of quality. While thus far the move towards a culture of 
quality for distance education has been driven largely by individuals within the distance 
education system, there is recognition by the BUS (the body responsible for quality in the 
UWI) that quality processes and procedures for DE must become a part of the broader 
quality assurance framework.

Other key factors that have been instrumental in building a culture of quality include 
agreement and cooperation between the campuses on the need for quality assurance and 
the commitment of staff involved. There have also been “push” factors driving the culture 
of quality. These include increasing competition from foreign universities, a regional 
focus on quality assurance and accreditation and the demands of a more informed and 
vocal student body.
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While there is co-operation and commitment between the three campuses, the issue of 
maintenance of enthusiasm and buy-in for a culture of quality is a difficult undertaking, 
particularly from the entire UWIDEC network. There must be constant reminders about 
the benefits of maintaining and enhancing quality assurance processes and procedures, 
and implementation must be seen to take place from the top downwards, with sanctions 
for those who fall short of quality benchmarks. The maintenance of a culture of quality 
requires vision, but more importantly unrelenting action to reverse situations of inertia 
and disregard for efficiency.
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cHaPter 8

eMBracinG cHanGe: QuaLity 
assurance at tHe oPen university 
oF HonG KonG

Bob Butcher 
Andrea Hope

aBstract

The Open Learning Institute of Hong Kong (now the Open University of Hong Kong) 
was established in 1989 as a dedicated distance education institution at a time in Hong 
Kong’s history when there was a huge demand for more opportunities for working adults 
to access higher education. The original quality assurance protocols were imported to 
meet the needs of the institution as a provider of distance education and to demonstrate 
externally that quality systems were in place. From an internal standpoint, the early 
processes were regarded as bureaucratic and oppressive by the academic staff. There was 
thus a perceived need, endorsed by the external accrediting bodies, to develop simplified 
systems which shifted responsibility for quality assurance away from senior management 
and put it under school and programme team control. Changes in the local higher 
education market since 2001 have led to a decline in numbers of distance education 
students. As students are the lifeblood of a self-financing institution, the university has 
had to seek ways of attracting new applicants. The case study examines three recent 
initiatives: the introduction of full-time face-to-face programmes; the development of 
eLearning; and the provision of courses in mainland China. It examines the impetus 
created by these initiatives for further review and revision of the quality assurance 
systems operating in the university. 

1. BacKGrounD

1.1 Genesis of the Open University of Hong Kong

In 2004/5 the Open University of Hong Kong (OUHK) is celebrating the 15th 
anniversary of its establishment. It was founded as the Open Learning Institute of Hong 
Kong (OLI) in 1989 by the Hong Kong Government to “provide opportunities for higher 
education by means of open learning and thereby advance learning and knowledge, and 
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enhance economic and social development, in Hong Kong” (OLI Ordinance 1989) and 
gained university title in 1997. At the time of the OLI’s launch, the population of Hong 
Kong was 5.7 million, of which 2.6 million were in the workforce with an unemployment 
rate of just 2 percent (CIA World Factbook 1989). At the same time, fully funded full-
time places in local conventional tertiary institutions in Hong Kong were available only 
for 6 percent of the eligible age cohort. Concern about lack of adequate provision for 
tertiary education was exacerbated in a Chinese society that traditionally sets a high value 
upon education and was eager to enhance its career opportunities through investment in 
training and intellectual development (Dhanarajan 1993). 

All the socio-economic indicators predicted that, after many decades of under-provision, 
a vast backlog of potential adult learners existed for whom the opening of the OLI 
would be the answer to their prayer for accessible, flexible and cost-effective higher 
and continuing education. Yet many people thought that open-access distance education 
would never catch on in small, status-conscious Hong Kong. However, when the doors 
to the sixth floor office suite in a busy downtown shopping district that played temporary 
host to the fledgling institute opened to distribute prospectuses in late July 1989, there 
was a queue that wound all the way up the stairs, around the back of the building and 
into the main road. At one point the police estimated that there were 10,000 people in 
the queue, and two streets had to be closed to traffic (Kiloh 1999: 50). By the end of the 
application period more than 63,000 applications had been received. Eventually, 4237 
students enrolled, and the only dedicated distance education provider authorised to award 
degrees in Hong Kong was launched. Modelled on the successful Open University of the 
United Kingdom (OUUK), the OLI was able to launch quickly after government approval 
was given, thanks to its policy of buying in the first courses as well as expertise and 
administrative systems from the OUUK and other reputable distance learning universities 
around the Commonwealth. 

The institution grew rapidly, and the number of students studying for a qualification by 
distance education at the OUHK reached a peak in October 2001. At this time there were 
about 27,000 registered active students, of whom over 17,000 declared that they were 
intending to graduate with a bachelor’s degree. The remaining 10,000 were equally split 
between postgraduate and sub-degree programmes and those students who, because 
of the modular nature of study, chose not to declare their intended qualification. Since 
then, significant alterations have taken place in the operating context of the OUHK that 
have intensified competition for students and have necessitated change to ensure the 
university’s survival. Key among them are the global reach of Internet-based technologies 
which have enabled penetration of the Hong Kong distance education market by a 
significantly larger number of international distance education providers; a liberal 
regulatory framework which encourages the operation of overseas universities in Hong 
Kong; a severe reduction in public funding to the local higher education institutions in 
the public sector, combined with a rapid diversification by those institutions into the 
provision of self-financing part-time degree and sub-degree programmes; and the rapid 
expansion of the China market. From April 2002, the number of students studying by 
distance education started to show a steady decline until by April 2005, there were just 
over 18,500 active students.

1.2 External accreditation and the quest for university status

When it was founded as a non-university provider of degree-level study, the OLI and 
its programmes were subject to external accreditation, first by the UK-based Council 
for National Academic Awards (CNAA) and subsequently by the Hong Kong Council 
for Academic Accreditation (HKCAA), which was established in 1990. From its very 
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inception, the Open Learning Institute had ambitions to gain university title, and 
under the British model of higher education that still prevails in Hong Kong, the first 
and necessary step was for the institution to acquire self-accrediting status. Success 
in this enterprise is achieved by demonstrating to the relevant accrediting body that 
the institution has the necessary internal quality assurance mechanisms in place at 
the institutional and the programme levels to continue to ensure the quality of the 
programmes offered without further intervention by the accrediting bodies at the 
programme level.

The CNAA review of the newly established OLI in 1989 set the early quality agenda. It 
found that to ensure high academic standards, the OLI must:

i) Take full responsibility for its own academic standards
ii) Develop a system of internal quality assurance
iii) Seek advice from appropriate discipline-based external peer groups on course   

selection, development and adaptation
iv) Subject the revised courses and programmes to external peer group validation
v) Seek a further external audit in one year  (Dhanarajan & Hope 1992: 213) 

In fact, the OLI was to subject itself to three further major review exercises by the 
HKCAA in 1990, 1992 and 1995 before it achieved university title in 1997. The most 
recent review of the Open University of Hong Kong, the first of the regular five-year 
institutional audits mandated by the government following the achievement of university 
title in 1997, was conducted by the HKCAA in 2002. 

In Hong Kong, success is closely linked to perceptions of status. In higher education, this 
even extends to external accreditation. The fact that the HKCAA retains responsibility 
for the external review of the OUHK differentiates the university from the eight other 
self-accrediting degree-granting institutions in Hong Kong.1  They are all funded by the 
Hong Kong SAR2 government through the University Grants Committee (UGC), which 
conducts regular audits of the quality of both teaching and research. Since 1997, when the 
last of the UGC-funded institutions (Lingnan University) achieved self-accrediting status, 
the HKCAA has been concerned primarily with the validation of Associate Degrees and 
Diploma programmes at sub-degree level offered by institutions in the senior secondary, 
post-secondary and vocational training sectors, the establishment of a qualifications 
framework and the oversight of the Government’s Continuing Education Fund which was 
set up to encourage lifelong learning. Ever conscious of the need to establish its status 
as a fully-fledged university and an equal of its sister institutions, the OUHK has, since 
2003, mounted a concerted campaign to come under the quality umbrella of the UGC 
rather than the HKCAA, and the signs are now good that this accommodation may be 
approved in 2005. 

1.  For a list of the eight government funded higher education institutions in Hong Kong, see  
www.ugc.edu.hk/ugcpubs/figures2003/eng/overview_ugc.htm#fund 
2.  Having been occupied by Britain in 1841, Hong Kong was ceded by China in 1842, and 
various lands were then leased to Britain for 99 years (from July 1, 1898 to June 30, 1997). In 1984, 
during negotiations with UK Prime Minister Thatcher over the future of Hong Kong, Chinese Premier 
Deng Xiaoping proposed to apply the principle of “One country, two systems” to Hong Kong. This 
became enshrined in the Sino British Joint Declaration whereby the whole territory of Hong Kong under 
British rule became the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) of the People’s Republic 
of China on July 1, 1997. The principle of the declaration was that, upon reunification, Hong Kong could 
continue to practice capitalism under a high degree of autonomy in all matters, except foreign affairs and 
defense, for 50 years.
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2. DeveLoPMent oF QuaLity assurance at tHe 
oPen university oF HonG KonG

This case study examines the background to and development of quality assurance 
procedures in the OUHK in response to social, political and regulatory influences in 
the external environment and internal pressures for increased self-regulation by the 
academic staff.

2.1 Adapting imported quality assurance systems

Robertshaw (1997: 67) has described how the OLI’s basic quality assurance systems 
were, like the first courses, imported from the OUUK in an attempt to “quickly 
demonstrate externally that quality systems (were) in place.” He also points to the 
weakness of such a model that results in an alienation of staff and a lack of ownership 
of procedures that are essentially top-down and bureaucratic and are seen to imply a 
lack of trust in the academics at course level. This did not go unnoticed by the external 
review panels, and Robertshaw reports (1997 ibid: 73) that, following the 1995 review, 
the OLI sought to simplify its systems, to increase participation and ownership and to 
raise awareness of quality issues. By 2005 that quest had culminated in a significantly 
simplified quality assurance system described by the OUHK staff surveyed by the authors 
of this case as effective, devolved (to school and programme-team level) and learner-
centred.

One example relating to the quality assurance of assessment may be cited here to 
demonstrate the trend towards simplification. Given the OUHK’s course-based student 
registration system, External Examiners at the OUHK have always been appointed 
on a course-by-course basis. Their role in the maintenance of quality standards at 
benchmark levels with other local tertiary institutions has been extremely important. 
It has been their duty to monitor the marking of examination scripts and assignments 
submitted in satisfaction of continuous assessment requirements, as well as to review 
and comment on the examination question papers, attend Award Board meetings and 
approve examination results. By 2004/5, the OUHK was offering 380 distance learning 
and 45 face-to-face courses, and it was becoming increasingly difficult to identify and 
appoint External Examiners locally. Moreover, by comparison with other universities in 
Hong Kong, the expectations of the External Examiner were onerous. The university has 
therefore moved to a system whereby a single External Examiner may be appointed with 
responsibilities for a group of courses within a cognate discipline. External Examiners are 
no longer required to monitor continuous assessment or attend Award Board meetings. 
In this way, external scrutiny is maintained, but the “lighter touch” approach gives more 
responsibility for the award of course results to individual schools. 

2.2 Cost-effectiveness of quality assurance

A further advantage for the institution of the recent simplification of quality assurance 
procedures is that less elaborate measures also cost less. Although it was established as 
a government initiative and received funding for the first three years of its existence, 
the OLI was mandated to become self-financing by 1992/3. Decisions on quality 
parameters in terms of course and programme design, development and review, 
delivery methods, student support, or staff appointment and development strategies 
have thus always been subject to cost constraints. In order to achieve the aims of 
excellence and affordability enshrined in the mission statement, the university must 
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attract fee-paying students and retain those who register. As the university stated in its 
2002 submission to the HKCAA:

For a self-financing institution dependent on student fees for the bulk of its 
operating income, this ‘bottom line’ consideration is critical. Without a solid 
base of income, we are unable to act to enhance our curriculum, our learner 
support mechanisms, or our quality assurance procedures in ways that would 
allow us to reach out with greater effectiveness to more learners, in Hong Kong 
or elsewhere. (Open University of Hong Kong  2002: 14)

In the light of the decline in student numbers since 2001, the university has been forced 
to consider how to cut costs, upgrade its products, diversify its market and explore other 
sources of students. All of these initiatives have consequences for the future development 
of quality assurance in the university. In this case study, we shall discuss three recent 
institutional developments and the impact they have made on the established quality 
assurance protocols: the introduction of full-time face-to-face programmes; the delivery 
of courses in mainland China; and the increasing use of eLearning.

3 institutionaL DeveLoPMents anD QuaLity 
assurance ProtocoLs

3.1 Introduction of face-to-face teaching

Up until 2001 the university had been wholly dedicated to the provision of courses by 
distance education (with the exception of the university’s Professional and Continuing 
Education arm, the Li Ka Shing Institute of Professional and Continuing Education, 
which offers traditional part-time adult education opportunities in classroom mode). In 
October 2001, it took the bold step of offering the first of a series of Associate Degrees 
by full-time face-to-face study. With this move into face-to-face tuition, the OUHK also 
became a player in the traditional school-leaver market, having previously focused solely 
on adult students. Since its inception in 1989, the OUHK has been the only provider 
of continuing adult education locally mandated to award its own degrees. In October 
2003 the university took advantage of this one remaining competitive advantage over 
the community colleges and schools of continuing education of the other universities in 
Hong Kong by offering full-time Bachelor’s degree programmes specifically designed 
to offer a route to a full degree for those students completing an Associate Degree. This 
not only offers a ladder of opportunity for OUHK full-time students but also allows those 
students completing an Associate Degree elsewhere in Hong Kong to extend their studies 
to Bachelor’s level (Hope & Butcher 2005). The additional, pragmatic reason for this 
development is that it was seen as a response to a local market preference (particularly 
among school leavers) for traditional face-to-face delivery. Even after 15 years of 
concerted public relations efforts by the university and the testimony of its more than 
30,000 graduates, there is still a strong local belief in Hong Kong that education is only 
credible when it takes place in a traditional teacher-student classroom setting.

The quality issues raised by the introduction of face-to-face programmes provide 
somewhat ironic echoes of complaints voiced in the early days by the staff of the OLI. 
They argued that the model adopted by the external accrediting bodies when making 
judgements about the institution was based on a well-funded face-to-face teaching 
university rather than a fledgling self-financing distance learning university catering 
to part-time adult learners. The institute fought hard to negotiate parameters for 
accreditation that would validate the OLI’s unfamiliar open and flexible model in the 
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eyes of a skeptical public. Such features included an open entry policy which meant 
that prospective students needed only to possess a Hong Kong ID card and to be at least 
18 years of age rather than hold recognised academic qualifications to be eligible to 
register; students would register for courses, not programmes of study, and would be able 
to accumulate credits towards defined awards over time; students could study as many 
credits as they wished and there would be no penalty for taking time out from study; 
students, through a system of advanced standing, would be able to transfer into the OLI 
credits they had obtained for successful completion of study at an appropriate level in 
a recognised course elsewhere, all students would be allocated to a tutor but would not 
be required to attend the tutorials that would be held in the evening and on weekends in 
rented accommodation in other tertiary and secondary education establishments around 
the territory; the tutor’s role would be to offer advice and guidance on how to study 
the course materials and provide feedback on assignments rather than to “teach” the 
course; students would be required to pass both continuous assessment and examination 
components of each course in order to pass; core academic staff would not be responsible 
for teaching or course development but for managing the tutors and the assessment 
processes; bought-in or specially commissioned comprehensive printed course materials 
supplemented by regular TV broadcasts and by optional attendance at tutorials would be 
the major medium of instruction. 

Thus instead of using conventional, input-focused quality criteria such as A-level scores, 
teacher credentials, size of library holdings and campus facilities, the OUHK’s quality 
assurance system focused on output measures at the course and programme level. 

The OUHK’s mission statement (2004) reflects its consistent commitment to the belief 
that higher education should be available to all those aspiring to it, regardless of previous 
qualification, gender, or race. Its quality assurance measures have been designed to 
ensure that access to educational opportunities is not an empty promise and that those 
students who register for the courses and programmes are helped towards achieving their 
goals. The two major focal points of the quality assurance system are therefore course 
and programme development and delivery and learner outcomes. Dhanarajan & Hope 
(1992 ibid: 211) identify the four crucial criteria for judging whether the quality of the 
products (i.e., courses and programmes) offered by a distance learning institution is of a 
standard comparable to that of other systems:

1. Logic of products: This includes the structure and content of courses, the level, 
sequence, relevance, currency and sensitivity to social concerns. It is in this area 
that academic judgements about standards are made; it is also the area where 
knowledge and skills are conveyed.

2. Development of products: The course and programme development process can 
reasonably be expected to mirror the concern for quality. Instructional design and 
product development procedures show quality-control checkpoints in the system.

3. Face value of products: This is concerned with the technical quality of the learning 
materials that are created for the individual learner, whether they are print, audio, 
video or computer-aided learning packages. In some cases precise parameters can 
be applied to measure quality, and in others judgements are made on “feel” and 
“impressions.” Badly packaged learning materials can have a negative impact on 
students.

4. Delivery of products: The ability of the system to deliver the products to the 
intended learners is a measure of its success or failure. The question of delivery is 
an important consideration for any distance-teaching institute whose clients are a 
heterogeneous mix. New technologies offer great opportunities to teach and learn 
only if staff and students accept their use.
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Having first established and then streamlined quality assurance protocols in line with 
these criteria to suit its core mission, the OUHK is now faced with the challenge of 
applying them to its face-to-face programmes. So far, the rigour of the OUHK’s quality 
assurance protocols relating to course and programme development has meant that the 
curricula and syllabi of the face-to-face programmes have been subject to significantly 
more scrutiny than might be expected in a conventional face-to-face institution. However, 
there are at present only 521 registered students on 45 courses contributing to nine 
face-to-face programmes (Open University of Hong Kong  2005). These are very small 
numbers for an institution whose basic economic model depends on mass delivery. The 
university has established a Committee on Full-Time Face-to-Face Degree Programmes 
to oversee the conduct and administration of all full-time programmes taught in the 
face-to-face mode. This committee also makes recommendations to Senate on academic 
policy and to the Management Board on the allocation of resources. Initially the existing 
procedures used for distance education programmes were adopted for use with the face-
to-face programmes. However, these procedures were not always appropriate, and a 
degree of flexibility has been used in their interpretation.

One example of changes required to policies and procedures to reflect the needs 
and expectations of different student populations relates to the language proficiency 
requirements for face-to-face programmes. In 2002, in response to widely expressed 
concerns about the decline in English proficiency among university graduates, the UGC 
introduced the Common English Proficiency Assessment Scheme (CEPAS). This is a 
voluntary assessment scheme intended to provide a common framework for assessing 
and documenting graduating students’ English proficiency; and to benchmark it against 
a reliable, internationally validated instrument (UGC  2005: 2). It is heavily promoted 
to employers and, as a consequence, in 2005, the “Big 4” international accounting firms 
(Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu, Ernst and Young, KPMG and PricewaterhouseCoopers) 
wrote to all providers of accounting degree programmes to let them know that they 
expected any Hong Kong graduate applying for a job in their companies to inform them 
of their CEPA score in their employment application. All other providers of full-time 
degree programmes in Hong Kong make completion of a defined number of credits in 
language courses (English and Chinese) a requirement for graduation. The OUHK has 
always resisted this in its distance education programmes, arguing that adult learners who 
are for the most part already in full-time employment can decide for themselves whether 
they wish or need to take language-enhancement courses to attain their graduation goals. 
With the advent of full-time face-to-face programmes aimed mainly at the 17 to 20 age 
group, the issue of compulsory language courses is a hotly debated topic on the agenda of 
the Committee on Full-Time Face-to-Face Degree Programmes. 

As face-to-face student numbers grow and increasing numbers of staff become involved 
in dual-mode operations, we may expect further changes to the QA protocols and 
performance indicators to better reflect the different needs and expectations of the new 
group of learners and also to ensure parity of treatment between the two modes of delivery 
and equivalence of standards in the learning outcomes of graduates in either mode.

3.2 Delivering courses in mainland China

1997 marked the end of British colonial rule in Hong Kong. In the run-up to the handover 
of sovereignty to the People’s Republic of China (PRC), every organisation in Hong 
Kong realised the importance of establishing linkages with their counterparts in China. In 
1995, the Open University had to start from scratch because distance and open education, 
as it was practised in Hong Kong, was practically unknown in mainland China. At that 
time, the China Central Radio and TV University and its provincial counterparts were 



120

focused on the mass delivery of education using dedicated radio and TV channels to 
broadcast lectures by eminent experts. While Hong Kong’s universities are allowed to 
recruit students to their full-time face-to-face degree programmes from China, Hong 
Kong’s status as a special administrative region of the PRC confers no special privileges 
on its institutions to operate independently in the mainland, so the OUHK began in 1997 
to launch certain programmes (at the postgraduate level) in partnership with mainland 
universities and professional organisations.

The first OUHK programmes to be offered in the PRC were the MBA (Chinese) and 
the Postgraduate Certificate in Business Administration (Chinese). These programmes 
have now been followed by a Master of Education in Distance Learning programme, in 
fulfilment of the university’s objective to transfer its expertise in open and distance adult 
education to the mainland and beyond (Tam 1999: 104). So far there have been over 1200 
OUHK graduates in mainland China.

While the mainland market is vast and has apparently endless potential, maintaining the 
quality of educational programmes offered by partner institutions in mainland China is 
not without its challenges. The OUHK has worked hard over the years to establish the 
integrity of its assessment processes in Hong Kong as a fundamental indicator of the quality 
of the degrees it awards. The following example will serve as an illustration. The OUHK 
holds two examination periods each year. Examinations take place in the evening and on 
weekend afternoons to accommodate the learners’ normal lives. Part-time tutors act as 
invigilators. Examination centres are distributed throughout Hong Kong and are usually 
secondary school halls hired for the occasion. In order to guarantee the safe delivery of 
examination scripts back to the main campus, a security company is employed to collect the 
sealed envelopes containing students’ scripts from every examination centre throughout the 
territory within 30 minutes of the end of the examination, store them under guard over night 
and deliver them to the university by secure transport at the start of office hours the next 
day. In order to ensure the security of the examination process in its mainland ventures, the 
university has found it necessary to send its own staff to oversee the examination operation. 
These additional quality assurance mechanisms add significantly to the costs associated 
with running the operation, but are deemed necessary to its long-term sustainability. China, 
like many countries undergoing rapid development, provides an apparently unquenchable 
market for learning opportunities, but unfortunately there are all too many cowboy 
operators who are willing to cut corners and compromise on quality to maximise profit. 

3.3 Introduction of eLearning

Technological development is acknowledged to be one of the major drivers for the 
expansion of distance education delivery globally in the past decade. The OUHK 
started to pilot its Online Learning Environment (OLE) using WebCT in April 19993. 
The initial pilot consisted of nine courses (approximately 5 percent of the total) in the 
English language. The provision of an OLE for Chinese language courses presented some 
technical difficulties for the university, and four Chinese courses with online components 
were offered for the first time in April 2000. In April 2004, the university piloted a new 
bilingual OLE platform (Domino). By October 2004, all courses using OLE had migrated 
to Domino, and the number of courses using OLE had grown to 196 (or 88 percent of the 
total). Student feedback indicates that they particularly appreciate and use the e-mail and 
discussion board features offered by OLE, and, where online submission of assignments 
is allowed, they prefer it to the traditional method of sending them through the post 
(Open University of Hong Kong  2002 ibid: 51). In April 2005 some 86 percent of 
OUHK students logged into their university e-mail accounts. Learner support for OLE is 
provided through the university’s Educational Technology and Publishing Unit (ETPU). 

3.  For a demonstration of an OUHK online course, go to www.ouhk.edu.hk/%7Eetpwww/ole/guest.html 
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The introduction of online instruction has significantly improved the opportunities for tutors 
to provide individualized and general learner support. It has also enhanced student-to-student 
communication and facilitated monitoring of the teaching and learning process by the course 
coordinator and the external examiner. However, it has also raised staff development and 
workload issues for both part-time tutors and full-time academic staff. Early experience 
indicated that incorporating online elements into a course increased the time spent by course 
coordinators on monitoring the discussion boards, supporting tutors in the use of the new 
methods of communication and continually updating course materials that make use of 
the Web. The university now pays an additional honorarium to tutors for providing online 
support in addition to their normal duties. ETPU has developed an online training course for 
new tutors to enable them to carry out their e-tutoring role more effectively. In the current 
climate of staff retrenchment created by the falling student numbers, course coordinator 
workloads continue to increase. Course coordinator workload norms are based on student 
credits (number of students X credit value of the course). OUHK programmes consist of 5, 
10 or 20 credit courses. A course coordinator is expected to be responsible for 5,500 credits. 
The OUHK’s 18,500 distance education students are spread over 133 courses, and on 
average course coordinators are responsible for 4 to 6 courses at a time. Continuous quality 
improvement of courses is a potential casualty in these circumstances as course coordinators 
have less time to undertake the maintenance and innovation that are essential to the success 
and sustainability of distance education programmes. 

4. Future Directions in QuaLity assurance

The survey referred to earlier was administered to a selected group of staff at the OUHK who 
hold responsibility for different aspects of quality assurance at the university in relation to 
course development, course delivery, institutional policy formulation and implementation. In 
one of the items, respondents were asked to identify the primary role of quality assurance in 
the university as a whole. The ten statements are reproduced in Figure 1 below:

    THE PRIMARY ROLE OF QA IN THE OUHK OVERALL IS TO:
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1. Safeguard the reputation of the institution 1 2 3 4 5

2. Ensure that the university is delivering on its mission  
objectives 1 2 3 4 5

3. Promote open and distance learning as a viable mode of 
delivery for higher education in Hong Kong 1 2 3 4 5

4. Ensure learner satisfaction 1 2 3 4 5

5. Ensure that identified benchmark academic standards are 
maintained 1 2 3 4 5

6. Control variability in a devolved and diversified environment 1 2 3 4 5

7. Achieve a zero defect administrative culture 1 2 3 4 5

8. Promote achievement of the institutional mission objectives 1 2 3 4 5

9. Satisfy the requirements of external quality reviews 1 2 3 4 5

10. Maintain continuous quality improvement 1 2 3 4 5

Figure 1:  QA statements at OUUK
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While all the statements were endorsed by at least one respondent, all the respondents 
strongly or totally agreed that the most important function of quality assurance in the 
OUHK is to safeguard the reputation of the institution. Second most important was to 
ensure that identified benchmark standards are maintained; and joint third were to ensure 
learner satisfaction and to satisfy the requirements of external quality reviews. Least 
important in the respondents’ view was the achievement of a zero-defect administrative 
culture.

The responses to this question reflect the historical development of quality assurance 
within the university as described in this case study. In the increasingly competitive 
world of higher education provision in Hong Kong, establishing and maintaining a 
reputation for the quality of the product remains as important today as it did to the 
newly formed institute back in 1989. As the OUHK’s Quality Coordinator pointed out: 
“Historically, the university has needed to demonstrate that open access does not imply 
inferior outcomes. External reviewers, particularly the HKCAA, have also needed to be 
satisfied in order for the university to maintain and advance its status within the local 
HE community. With these fundamental requirements satisfied, the OUHK can look to 
continuously improving the functionality of QA processes, devolving responsibilities 
to academic units and individual course coordinators to enhance the sense of ownership 
of QA systems and reduce the reliance on external examiners and other reviewers” 
(Taylor 2005). 

The HKCAA institutional review in 2002 encouraged further devolution of QA processes 
to the schools, and in 2005 the principle gatekeepers of academic quality are the Dean 
and the School Committee. The OUHK has now decided to eliminate the position of 
QA coordinator, seven years after its establishment. This may be seen as an indication 
of senior management’s commitment to the principle that “quality is everyone’s job” 
and that responsibility for quality and ownership of quality processes must go together; 
and of their confidence that the schools and their academic staff have demonstrated their 
capacity to sustain the operation of quality protocols. 

The OUHK is in the process of becoming a dual-mode university in a mirror image of the 
normal process whereby a conventional face-to-face institution would embrace aspects 
of off-campus, technology-based learning to meet learner demand for flexibility and to 
make more cost-effective use of its expensive staffing resources. It is embracing face-to-
face teaching in response to the local preference for full-time study and in order to make 
additional cost-effective use of its expensively developed course materials and its campus 
facilities which are under-utilised during normal working hours. At the same time,  
eLearning is becoming more popular among its distance-mode students. 

Open and distance learning is, by its very nature, more open to public scrutiny than its 
face-to-face counterpart. Successful open and distance learning institutions have built their 
reputations on the reliability and consistency of their course development and delivery 
systems, upon the integrity of their assessment systems and the recognition and portability 
of the credits they have awarded (Hope  2005). For now, the OUHK’s quality assurance 
protocols, which have been painstakingly refined for the development and delivery of 
largely print-based distance learning courses and programmes, are being applied to 
both modes irrespective of the medium of delivery to ensure parity of esteem between 
programmes. If we are to draw lessons from experience, we may speculate that “one size 
does not fit all” and that the university will have to continue to develop, adapt and simplify 
its quality assurance protocols to ensure that they promote an appropriate quality learning 
environment for all of its learners and encourage the active commitment, participation and 
ownership of the staff in the ongoing and ever-changing quality enterprise. 
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5. toWarDs a cuLture oF QuaLity

This case study has demonstrated that while establishing a reputation for quality is an 
essential component of institutional success, there is more to achieving a quality culture 
than simply establishing quality assurance mechanisms. By importing and rigorously 
implementing ready-made QA protocols, a fledgling institution can get off the ground 
quickly and meet external validation and accreditation requirements. This requires a top-
down, somewhat heavy-handed approach, and the initial reaction of staff is to comply 
rather than to embrace their responsibility for quality. The mature institution needs to 
change this attitude and to make quality “everyone’s business.”

To achieve a quality culture, responsibility for quality should be situated as near as 
possible to the “sharp end” of the process being evaluated. If, in its enthusiasm for 
quality, an institution establishes quality protocols with too many layers of oversight, the 
individual faculty member will feel devalued as a key participant in the learning process. 
Since it devolved responsibility for programme review and degree programme assessment 
activities to school level, the OUHK has had a much more vibrant quality culture based 
on ownership.

Nevertheless, quality must continue to be championed from the top. This includes the 
constant promotion of distance education itself as a viable alternative to face-to-face 
provision as well as defining the meaning of quality in terms of the institutional mission. 

Finally, in a vibrant quality culture, quality assurance arrangements need to be under 
constant review and revision so that they meet current needs. Our case study demonstrates 
that in order to remain relevant and responsive to the needs of its actual and potential 
learners in a rapidly changing external environment, an institution must constantly review 
and renew the learning opportunities it offers. The need to remain sensitive to market 
demand is particularly acute in a self-financing institution such as the OUHK. Risks to 
quality emerge in this fiercely competitive environment. If quality assurance procedures 
are too cumbersome, there is a danger that they will be short-circuited or even ignored 
in the scramble to bring new products to market. If they are insufficiently rigorous, the 
reputation of the institution will suffer.

Thanks to technological advances, learners have more choices about how and where to 
achieve their academic goals. They will choose the university that puts meeting their 
needs at the top of its agenda. As the then President of the hugely successful Phoenix 
University affirmed, institutional success in this environment depends more on successful 
marketing, solid quality assurance and control systems, and effective use of appropriate 
technology than solely on the production and communication of knowledge (de Alva  
1999: 13). 
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QuaLity assurance in oPen anD 
Distance eDucation at tHe 
university oF GueLPH: a case 
stuDy in canaDian Practice in 
QuaLity assurance in a DuaL-MoDe 
institution

 Ian Mugridge

aBstract

The University of Guelph, a dual-mode institution in southern Ontario, Canada, has long 
had an effective and growing distance teaching programme which has been notable for, 
among other things, the establishment and maintenance of a comprehensive and very 
viable system of quality assurance. This programme has been set in its provincial context 
since the province of Ontario has, particularly during the 1990s, developed a network 
of agencies and regulations related to assuring the quality of its undergraduate and 
graduate programmes. This system is, under the influence of impending changes in the 
provincial post-secondary system, likely to be extended in the near future. Nevertheless, 
the University of Guelph has devoted considerable effort and resources to designing and 
implementing a system that best meets its own institutional needs and, more particularly, 
those of its students. This system is described, and a number of general lessons have been 
drawn out for the effective functioning of quality assurance policies and procedures. The 
success of the Guelph system is illustrated by reference to the growth of the programme’s 
popularity among both on- and off-campus students and by the number of awards that the 
open learning programme has received in recent years.

1. BacKGrounD

In the introduction to an earlier Commonwealth of Learning collection on quality 
assurance (Deshpande & Mugridge 1994), published over ten years ago, I quoted, by 
way of introduction, the comments of two Australian observers (Nunan & Calvert 1992): 
“ ‘It is hardly an exaggeration to say that, as funding issues dominated the past ten 
years, so quality issues will dominate the next decade’ (The Higher, 1991). The focus on 
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quality as the theme for the decade is an outcome of the redirection and restructuring of 
high education.” This prediction from two of the people most closely involved with the 
development of quality assurance practices in Australian distance education has, both for 
Australia and much of the rest of the world, proved to be correct as, during the second 
half of the nineties and the first years of the current decade, both institutions and the 
governments that fund them have increasingly relied on the development and operation 
of quality assurance practices to ensure that the services they provide to students are of 
the highest possible quality and to enable institutions and voters to be sure that funds 
allocated to post-secondary education are being used effectively.

So major a development as the widespread expansion of quality assurance practices 
in higher education has not, however, been achieved without controversy and heated 
discussion. The movement to assure and to be seen to be assuring quality has proceeded 
throughout the world so that, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, there are few 
jurisdictions, at least in the English-speaking world, that do not have extensive and 
perhaps growing agencies to deal with the issue in their own institutions. There are, of 
course, many different models for implementing quality assurance. In many cases, the 
initial impetus came from individual institutions that chose to follow their own paths to 
quality while, in many jurisdictions, provincial or national agencies have been established 
to ensure that uniform standards are applied. There may also be an argument for the 
belief of some in the field of distance education that distance teaching universities have 
been among the leaders in the establishment of effective quality assurance procedures, 
and it is, in any case, certain that the major distance teaching universities attempted from 
the outset to build quality assurance procedures into their institutions (see, for example, 
O’Shea & A. Downes 1997, and other case studies in Tait 1997). 

The English Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education has developed extensive 
quality assurance procedures related to most aspects of higher education operations in 
England and Wales as have agencies such as the Australian University Quality Agency 
and the New Zealand Universities Academic Audit Unit (Brennan et al. 1997).

In Canada, where the 10 provinces jealously guard their control over higher education, 
progress towards common systems of higher education has been by no means uniform 
across the country, and some provinces are well advanced in developing their own 
quality assurance systems while others have barely started. In Ontario, the province 
in which the University of Guelph is located along with 17 other public universities, 
organised attempts to establish and operate quality assurance systems have been in 
progress for some years. In one sense, however, one of the most significant occurrences 
was the establishment in 2001 of the Post-secondary Education Quality Assessment 
Board (PEQAB), an arm’s-length advisory agency set up by the Ministry of Training, 
Colleges and Universities to review applications from the colleges of applied arts and 
technology (CAATs), newly enabled to offer applied degrees, and from private, mainly 
extra-provincial universities and colleges, to offer degree programmes in the province. 
“Creation of the Board has led Ontario into some matters of quality assessment in which 
other jurisdictions have preceded it and from whose experience it has derived benefit, and 
into other matters that reflect local circumstances.”  Thus, the Board “has had to define 
programs and degrees and what standards and benchmarks need to be brought to bear in 
their assessment” as well as working in several other related areas (Baker, 2002).1 While, 

1  This section of this study relies heavily on this paper, and I wish to acknowledge the help of 
its author, the Executive Director of the PEQAB, in making it available. 



127

as the same author has correctly stated, the Board can “serve as a kind of ginger group, a 
bit of spice on the edge of the pan, whose flavour may gently suffuse some of the quality 
assurance thinking or standards in the whole postsecondary system in Ontario,” it is also 
the case that it has been able to build much of its work not only on previous efforts in 
other jurisdictions but also on earlier developments within the province itself. 

For many years, the Ontario Council of Graduate Studies (OCGS), an affiliate of the 
Council of Ontario Universities (COU), has been responsible for assuring the quality of 
graduate programmes in the province, having the mandate to review all new proposals for 
new graduate programmes and to review, on a seven-year cycle, existing programmes. At 
the undergraduate level, concerted action was slower in coming and may be said to have 
been stimulated more by the growing interest of the provincial auditor general in practice 
in the universities than by a collective desire to collaborate in developing a uniform 
system of quality assurance. Thus, in 1996–1997, the COU developed procedures to 
establish the systematic auditing of undergraduate programmes in all Ontario universities 
and placed responsibility for this activity with another of its affiliates, the Ontario 
Council of Academic Vice-Presidents (OCAV). OCAV, in turn, set up an Undergraduate 
Program Review Audit Committee (UPRAC) which, since the late nineties, has moved 
to ensure that all undergraduate programmes in provincial universities conform to the 
minimum standards it has established and that all aspects of such programmes are in 
conformity with the institution’s mission and development plan. Following an OCAV 
audit, the institution has a year to respond by indicating the steps it has taken to conform 
to the audit’s recommendations. As the policy on undergraduate programmes at York 
University states, “the aim is to identify present strengths and weaknesses of programs, 
encourage and recognize quality, suggest possible solutions to existing or anticipated 
problems, and promote constructive change” as well as recognising that all programmes 
can be improved and that a major responsibility of departments and programmes is to 
ensure that thorough and regular review is carried out.

Thus, the province as a whole has made considerable progress in assuring the quality 
of both undergraduate and graduate programmes in its universities (see Canadian 
Information Centre for International Credentials 2002 for details of Ontario’s higher 
education quality assurance practices). This, as well as an appropriate insistence on 
continuing and developing the universities’ and the government’s approach to quality 
assurance, was underlined in a recent report to the provincial government that has 
become known as the Rae report, published in February 2005. In setting out priorities 
for development in several areas, the report recommends that the province should, 
“in co-operation with the institutions and the students, establish quality standards and 
measures to ensure improvements are made at the sector, institutional, program and 
student level. Improvements in the student experience would include the area of student 
services.”  In  recognising that quality assurance measures should extend to the entire 
operation of the universities, the report recommends the establishment of a council on 
higher education reporting to the Minister of Training, Colleges and Universities. The 
council would be charged with collecting data and implementing measures to ensure the 
continuous improvement of university activities, with the anticipated result that there 
will be “expansion of quality measures—including the student experience—leading to 
a comprehensive framework for quality assurance” with “public reporting on sector, 
institutional and program-level quality and performance” (Rae  2005).2

2 The report’s author is a former Premier of the province of Ontario.
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2. tHe case oF tHe university oF GueLPH (uoG)

2.1 Course offerings and their quality

The policies and procedures developed by the University of Guelph over the last 10 years 
should be seen against the provincial background outlined above. As noted in the title to 
this paper, Guelph is a dual-mode institution with a long tradition of offering courses at 
a distance in addition to its classroom-based programmes. The university operates on a 
three-semester system. Students blend their face-to-face courses with distance courses 
in the fall and winter semesters. Many degree students register for distance courses in 
the summer semester so they can keep up or move ahead with their studies. The summer 
semester is known as the “distance semester,” a phenomenon created by the students 
themselves. During 2004–2005, distance education registrations by degree students 
totalled 16,054, with approximately 5334 of these being off campus.

In addition to providing distance courses for residential students, the university offers an 
Open Learning Programme in which individuals not admitted to one of the university’s 
degree programmes have access to the degree credit distance courses. In 2004–2005, 
registrations in this programme were 2283, all of whom were off campus. Students 
enrolling in this programme may already have a degree and wish to update personal or 
professional credentials or they may wish to assess their ability to succeed in a degree 
programme. Students registering in the Open Learning Programme who achieve an average 
of 70 percent in four courses are guaranteed admission to the Bachelor of Arts Programme.  

Several courses are grouped into a variety of certificate programmes, primarily for external 
audiences interested in professional development. These courses, however, also enable 
students to complete six certificate programmes at a distance as well as contributing to the 
completion of undergraduate degrees. In the case of the Certificate in Leadership, students are 
well positioned to meet the admission requirements for an online master’s degree in that field. 
Further, the university offers other graduate online degrees such as the MBA in Hospitality 
and Tourism and the MBA in Agriculture. Several others are under development.

Finally, the university offers an extensive continuing education programme with all 
courses and programmes being approved by the Senate Committee on Open Learning. 
Many, though not all, of these are offered through the Office of Open Learning. It should 
also be noted that the university offers several courses in an area entitled “academic 
preparation,” courses that provide an introduction to academic writing as well as one 
course in introductory mathematics. These are aimed at students entering or returning 
to academic studies to help them to succeed in their degree work. In other words, the 
programme described above provides an impressive array of programmes and courses, 
ensuring that its students have access to a wide variety of opportunities for undergraduate 
and graduate study as well as certificates, professional and personal upgrading and 
development in many areas.

The growth in student numbers is a tribute to the quality of the courses themselves and 
to the support that the Office of Open Learning and its associated academic departments 
provide. It should also be noted here that, in each of the six years from 2000 to 2005, 
courses developed by the office have received at least one, and in some cases as many 
as three, national quality awards from Canada and the United States. What follows is an 
attempt to outline the policies and procedures on which this success has been based.3

3   I would like to acknowledge here the very generous assistance of the Director, Office of Open 
Learning, Virginia Gray, in providing the materials, information and commentary that form the basis for 
this section of this study as well as reading and commenting extensively on a first draft of the study.
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2.2 The philosophy that guides distance education operations

The fundamental document guiding the Office of Open Learning in developing and 
delivering the courses that it provides to students is an internal memorandum entitled 
Best Practices in Distance Education. This brief document addresses the fundamental 
philosophy underlying the office’s efforts. It is worth quoting at length: 

The Office of Open Learning of the University of Guelph is committed to 
providing the highest quality distance education courses. Within a learner-centred, 
research intensive environment, distance learning experiences should reflect 
the high pedagogical standards for which the University of Guelph is known. 
The following criteria have been developed to guide us in our development and 
redevelopment of distance courses.

Distance education courses should be learner-centred and:
	Reflect the highest levels of scholarship in discipline and subject areas;
	Utilize and provide access to current content, materials, and resources;
	Exhibit well thought-out aims, goals and objectives;
	Have pedagogically sound learning outcomes;
	Have a clear and logical structure and sequence of learning activities 

(learning plan);
	Disseminate current research findings and promote various forms of 

enquiry;
	Set realistic yet challenging expectations of learners;
	Promote active learning, independence of thought and, where 

appropriate, problem solving;
	Exhibit a clearly definable educational philosophy and teaching/learning 

strategies;
	Accommodate a variety of learning styles (visual, auditory, kinesthetic);
	Utilize a variety of appropriate learning resources (print, video,  

CD-ROM, WWW, etc.);
	Link to University of Guelph Library, and to the Counselling and 

Student Resource Centre;
	Foster learner-instructor and learner-learner communication and 

interaction;
	Integrate appropriate technology into the course learning framework;
	Allow for frequent and meaningful feedback on learner progress;
	Provide for suitable assessment methods measuring success in 

accomplishment of course goals and outcomes;
	Exhibit sensitivity to learners of varying ages, backgrounds, and 

experience;
	Be appropriate for an international audience (awareness of and 

sensitivity to cultural differences); and
	Exhibit proper standards in the use of the language of instruction and  

the rules of grammar.
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This full and emphatic statement of the university’s philosophy on the provision of 
distance education and open learning programmes is supplemented by further memoranda 
dealing with such matters as university course signatures, creating a distance education 
course and design problems in open and distance education.  In all of these, the theme 
of quality, articulated fully in the document quoted above, is reinforced repeatedly. It is 
perhaps best summarised in the conclusion of a document entitled Creating a Course for 
Distance Education: “Creating quality distance learning experiences for University of 
Guelph learners is our priority.” 4

2.3 Specific quality assurance strategies in practice

These, however, are the paper guidelines; and it is not, of course, unknown for these to 
be quite different from what actually happens when courses are developed and delivered. 
Guelph has set out to ensure that this does not occur and that the office meets its mandate. 
In the area of implementation, the Office of Open Learning has thus developed strong 
procedures for the development and delivery of courses that are intended to ensure that 
the high standards espoused by the office’s guidelines are met. At the university level, 
the Director of the Office of Open Learning reports to the office of the Vice-President, 
Academic. The Vice-President, Academic, chairs the Senate Committee on Open 
Learning, which is composed of the Associate Vice-President, Academic, the Secretary 
of Senate, the Chair of the Board of Undergraduate Studies, the Chair of the Board of 
Graduate Studies, the Director of the Office of Open Learning, a librarian and one faculty 
member of Senate from each college. In addition to recommending the award of grants 
from the Provost’s Distance Education Development Fund, this committee oversees and 
approves the development or the adaptation of courses into a distance mode and advises 
the Director of the Office of Open Learning on matters of concern to the university. 
It also assists in the development of policy as it relates to the university’s strategic 
directions in open learning. The Office of Open Learning is responsible for administering 
student surveys in courses offered in its programmes and for ensuring teaching quality 
in these courses. These surveys, which are shared with the committee as well as with the 
faculty and departments involved, aim to provide continuing comment on the Office and 
its performance and to provide inputs into necessary changes and enhancements. Taken 
together, these provisions ensure that the office and its work are regularly discussed and 
reviewed widely and at the university’s highest levels.

In addition, the committee ensures that the Office of Open Learning establishes and 
maintains appropriate partnerships within the university. Two examples of this indicate 
separate aspects of the office’s practice and its emphasis on quality. First, in developing 
and delivering courses, the office works in partnership with academic departments that 
provide the academic expertise required for effective development and delivery, thus 
ensuring that these two activities are driven by the requirement for appropriate pedagogy 
in all courses. Second, the office has set up and maintains a close relationship with the 
university library (as suggested by the best practices document) such that library staff 
can work in close support of students and can even, if students need help conducting a 
literature search, take control of the student’s computer to provide necessary assistance. 
Thus, in these areas and in relationships with other university departments, the office 
attempts to carry out the exacting mandate laid down for it.

4   The documents cited are internal documents only but the theme of consciously promoting 
quality in development and delivery is further emphasised on the Web-site of the Office of Open Learning 
(www.open.uoguelph.ca). 
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A further senate committee is involved with the office’s activities. The Senate Committee 
on Internal Reviews, a sub-committee of the Senate Committee on University Planning, 
reviews each department regularly, paying particular attention to how departments are 
performing with respect to the university’s strategic directions, one of which relates to 
open learning. As part of this process, the Office of Open Learning is asked to comment 
on each department’s performance in open learning with special emphasis on the quality 
of its offerings. 

2.4 Quality assurance in the development and delivery of courses

In course development, the Office of Open Learning operates in the following way. 
Distance learning specialists from the office are assigned to course development projects 
and each of these specialists has a portfolio of courses, usually from one academic 
department but also reaching into others, for which he/she carries responsibility through 
both development and delivery. The specialist works with a department and with an 
individual course writer to establish appropriate pedagogy and learning outcomes for 
a particular course (as prescribed by the best practice document quoted above). The 
first stage, following completion of this exercise, is to develop a first pilot unit for each 
course, which is then exhaustively tested. If testing is satisfactory, the rest of the course 
is developed and offered. Having been offered, each course is reviewed every time it 
is taught and, in discussion with the course instructor, the specialist makes changes as 
necessary. Thus, while departments schedule their own courses, the specialists oversee 
all aspects of development and offering including, where necessary, training of online 
instructors. During the review and revision of courses, a further perspective is provided 
by an online editor who, again in conjunction with the specialist, checks each course to 
ensure that standards are consistent with other courses and that the changes proposed 
are appropriate. Finally, the Manager of Distance Education and Learning Technologies 
in the Office of Open Learning has general oversight of new and continuing courses in 
order to provide different insights into their pedagogy by ensuring that the specialists and 
course developers are kept abreast of current developments in educational technologies 
so that courses may incorporate such advances where useful. 

Thus, in its development and delivery of courses, the Office of Open Learning has 
evolved a process of careful and continuous review as its courses themselves evolve, a 
process that provides for continuous oversight of course materials and pedagogy from a 
variety of perspectives. It should be noted that the office has no policy in this area beyond 
the very general one that the processes described here should be meticulously carried 
out. This is done in the belief that the essence of its system is that the bar of quality must 
be raised continuously, and that this implies change and innovation as this becomes 
necessary. 

3. toWarDs a cuLture oF QuaLity

In the introduction to his collection of case studies, Quality Assurance in Higher 
Education: Selected Case Studies, published by the Commonwealth of Learning in 1997, 
Alan Tait argued strongly that the context of a quality-assurance system is all-important, 
and that systems must be tailored to the institutions in which they operate if they are to be 
truly effective. In this context, he notes that “any ‘off-the-shelf’ solution from the latest 
management book or passing consultant will not provide such background. While their 
remedies may seem superficially attractive, in the form of instant programmes that can be 
globally applied, such approaches are unlikely to do anything but give quality assurance 
a bad name” (Tait 1997: 4). During the almost 10 years since this warning appeared, it 
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has been demonstrated repeatedly to be correct as successful systems of quality assurance 
have been developed as part of the institutional culture of individual institutions. This has 
been the case at the University of Guelph as it has in many other institutions. 

Because quality assurance systems should be designed with a particular institution in 
mind, it follows that the primary requirement for an effective system is institutional 
commitment and support. Without such widespread and thoroughgoing support, coming 
from the institution as a whole and from its departments, any system is doomed to failure. 
In a dual-mode institution such as the University of Guelph, this means that distance 
education is seen as a vital component of institutional activity, that distance teaching 
is not less than or subsidiary to face-to-face teaching. This, in turn, is shown in several 
ways such as the inclusion of assessment of distance courses in formal reviews of 
academic departments and the provision of incentives and funds to departments to offer 
distance programmes. An essential component of institutional commitment is that faculty 
participating in course development have this recognised as a scholarly activity, that those 
teaching at a distance do so as part of their regular teaching load and that there are award 
programmes for courses of excellence. 

This overall institutional commitment needs to be buttressed by other measures. It seems 
now to be generally recognised that it is necessary to set up a specialised and dedicated 
central unit that can work with departments and faculty to ensure that they are freed 
from the technical aspects of distance development to concentrate on course content and 
learning objectives and outcomes. The unit’s specialists are expected to work with faculty 
to acquaint them with and guide them in the use of effective course design and delivery 
methods including use of media. Given the comments made above, it follows that the unit 
provides regular inputs for faculty training on distance education and on development 
and facilitation of distance education courses. Part of this training is the provision of a 
clear statement of best practices in distance education so that faculty can be in no doubt 
about the factors that underpin their work. Finally, the unit is committed to continuing 
consultation with faculty and departments to improve the quality of the support provided 
to them by the central unit.

The features of the central unit noted in the previous paragraph are basic requirements 
of its work but there are a number of subsidiary activities to which an effective quality 
assurance system should pay close attention. Among these, the provision of effective 
support to students should be prominent. The literature of distance education is filled with 
discussions of effective student support, and this testifies to its paramount importance. 
Thus, the unit needs to pay attention to student needs both in the design and delivery of 
courses so that the level of student performance improves and instructors and advisors 
provide guidance, support and encouragement throughout the process. Students also need 
to be assured that their feedback on courses will be taken into account when those courses 
are revised. 

Finally, the central unit also undertakes several other activities to assure the quality of 
its courses and programmes. Courses will be subjected to continual review to ensure 
that their content is current, that assignments are kept congruent with content and that 
presentation and delivery of courses are enhanced. On the technical side, the unit ensures 
that technology is used not for its own sake but as a tool to enhance a course’s pedagogy 
and to facilitate effective delivery, that the institution has a stable technical infrastructure 
and that students’ and instructors’ needs for technical support and help are well provided 
for.

The development of distance education over the last 35 years has seen a conscious 
attempt on the part of both single- and dual-mode institutions to embed in institutional 
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practice clear and effective quality assurance systems possessing the features described 
above. This determination has helped the best of the single-mode institutions to establish 
development and delivery systems that have demonstrated the effectiveness of distance 
education, a proposition that was considerably in doubt when the exemplar of dedicated 
distance teaching universities, the Open University of the United Kingdom, was founded 
in 1969. The same has happened in dual-mode institutions throughout Canada and 
elsewhere as distance education practices have been implemented and have, in turn, 
helped to enhance teaching practice in the classrooms of those involved in distance 
education and others. The success of this exercise at the University of Guelph is perhaps 
best illustrated by two statistics: first, that the average annual enrolment increase in the 
last few years has been around 20 percent and, second, that retention rates in this growing 
enrolment have remained at about 90 percent. These figures, allied perhaps to the awards 
secured by many of the university’s courses, as stated earlier in the text, indicate the 
success of the procedures for quality assurance described here. 
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cHaPter 10

QuaLity assurance in Distance 
eDucation—toWarDs a cuLture oF 
QuaLity: a case stuDy oF tHe oPen 
university, uniteD KinGDoM (ouuK)

Roger Mills

aBstract

This case study provides an outline of the approach to quality assurance of one of the 
major open and distance teaching institutions in the world. It documents the university’s 
approach to this crucial but complex area and raises key issues about the relationship 
between national quality assurance requirements and those of individual institutions. 
Staff attitudes towards quality assurance requirements are examined, and the importance 
of staff development and support as a key element of quality assurance is emphasised 
as is the centrality of the process of reflective practice. Finally, the impact on quality 
assurance processes of eTeaching and eLearning in the university is considered.

1. BacKGrounD

1.1 Institutional profile

The Open University of the United Kingdom (OUUK) (www.open.ac.uk) is a large 
institution teaching around 20 percent of all part-time higher education students in the 
UK. Its headquarters are at Milton Keynes, a city of some 250,000 population, located 
50 miles north-west of London, equidistant between Oxford and Cambridge. The Open 
University (OU) has 10 regional centres in England in addition to Scottish, Welsh and 
Northern Irish centres. 

It was established in 1969 to provide supported open learning opportunities for students 
to study on a part-time basis whilst continuing with other commitments. It is “open to 
people, places, methods and ideas and promotes educational opportunity and social 
justice by providing high quality university education to all who wish to realise their 
ambitions and fulfil their potential. Through academic research, pedagogic innovation and 
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collaborative partnership it seeks to be a world leader in the design, content and delivery 
of supported open and distance learning” (OUUK mission statement).

The Open University is the United Kingdom’s only university dedicated solely to distance 
learning. It has around 150,000 undergraduate and more than 30,000 postgraduate 
students, nearly all of whom are studying part-time. Ten thousand of its students have 
disabilities. It is open: for most courses, no previous qualifications are required to study, 
and although students usually have to be aged 18 when their course starts, there is no 
upper age limit. A third of its UK undergraduate students have entry qualifications lower 
than those normally demanded by other UK universities.

Around 70 per cent of undergraduate students are in full-time employment and more than 
50,000 students are sponsored by their employers for their studies. Most OU courses 
are available throughout Europe. Some of them are available in many other parts of the 
world, and more than 25,000 OU students live outside the UK.

1.2 The national context

The Open University is a product of its environment. The UK is a highly populated 
country with relatively high literacy rates (although there are surprisingly low levels 
in some parts of the country), good transport and telecommunication links. Although 
an increasing number of Open University students have high-quality and high-speed 
Internet connections, many still do not. Transport to study centres is good in major 
centres of population but less good in rural areas, where it can take half a day or 
more to travel to a day school. Students living on the Shetland Islands—an extreme 
case—may have to travel for up to three days to attend a day school or tutorial in 
Edinburgh. 

The link with the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) at the start and the evolution 
of the Open University/BBC partnership has been a source of envy for many other 
institutions not only because of the access in early days to BBC expertise and equipment, 
but also for the huge spin-off of publicity for the university. Although direct teaching 
through broadcast television and radio no longer takes place, the university is involved in 
many high-quality and high-profile public service educational programmes which bring 
great credit to the BBC and the university. 

There are now 117 higher education institutions in the UK, all but one of which receive 
some funding from the government and are required to subscribe to the quality assurance 
precepts of the national Quality Assurance Agency (QAA), which operates on behalf of 
the Higher Education Funding Council and, through it, the government and the taxpayer 
(see www.qaa.ac.uk).

Many other universities now offer particular programmes “at a distance” but these are a 
small part of their total offerings. The focus of such work tends to be on Master’s level 
courses offered both in the UK and overseas; for example, the University of Leicester 
has a well-known and respected Department of Museum Studies which offers a distance 
taught Diploma and Master’s qualifications. In response to these developments, the 
QAA has produced guidelines for the assurance of the quality of the distance education 
programmes.
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2.  QuaLity assurance Processes

2.1 Academic and business issues

Distance learning is a complex business which has significant operational as well as 
academic challenges. Peters (2001), in his seminal work, described it as an industrialised 
model, Rumble (2000) has discussed the lessons from service management for 
distance education, and Paul (1990) has examined the implications of open learning for 
management and quality assurance approaches. This characteristic of distance learning 
has led the Open University to consider business models of quality assurance alongside 
the academic models required of all universities. In 1991, the university considered but 
eventually rejected the Total Quality Management approach to quality assurance and, in 
1994, opted for a UK government approach known as Investors in People (IiP) (see Mills 
& Paul 1995). Although it was unsuccessful in achieving this Kitemark accreditation 
as an institution, several departments, e.g., the Planning Office and the Northern 
Region, have since achieved IiP status. The main reason for lack of overall institutional 
accreditation was a mismatch between the way in which academics operated and business 
management approaches. 

2.2 The public nature of distance education

The Open University, as is the case with many other open and distance teaching 
institutions, teaches and supports its students in a very public manner.

In 1971 when the OU first started teaching, it was viewed with considerable suspicion 
because of the unique combination of an open admissions policy and the distance mode. 
It was thus absolutely critical that its teaching materials, its administrative systems and its 
learner support could stand up to scrutiny by its students (who were adults over the age of 
21), by the rest of the higher education sector and by the government (acting on behalf of 
the taxpayer).

The high profile of the university led naturally to a prime concern for processes which 
would ensure consistency and quality in its products and services. Key stakeholders in the 
quality of teaching and learning are the students and potential students of the university, 
the funding councils which provide a substantial percentage of the income on behalf of 
the government, which in turn represents the taxpayer, the national UK Quality Assurance 
Agency and the university itself as it seeks to maintain and improve its teaching and 
learning and its services to students.

The OU has thus from the outset developed robust internal quality processes as well as 
been accountable to external agencies.

2.3 The national framework for academic quality and standards

As is the case with all UK higher education institutions, the OUUK has to operate within a 
national “quality framework” for qualifications. The framework is published by the Quality 
Assurance Agency (QAA) for Higher Education (www.qaa.ac.uk) and provides guidance 
on the titles and structures of awards that may be offered within the UK higher education 
system. Of particular importance for all universities is the QAA’s Code of Practice for 
assuring the quality and standards of higher education, which is an authoritative reference 



138

point for the Open University, which either links its QA mechanisms directly to the code or 
makes explicit the reason for departing from the code because of the unique nature of Open 
University structures and business. In addition, the QAA:
•	 Provides subject benchmarks which are designed to make explicit the general 

academic characteristics and standards of honours degrees in the UK
•	Requires a programme specification which sets out the learning outcomes of 

programmes in terms of the knowledge, understanding and skills students will be 
expected to have on completion, and, of course, the programme assessment strategy 
needs to demonstrate how such outcomes are tested

•	Operates institutional reviews every six years since 1992 (OUUK in 1992, 1998 and 
2004) and has assessed the quality of teaching and learning in 25 subjects across all 
UK higher education institutions

In 2004, the Sunday Times University Guide pointed out that “Just four institutions—
Cambridge, Loughborough, York and the London School of Economics—have a 
better teaching record than the OU. In key areas of the Government’s peer-led quality 
assessment through the QAA, such as General Engineering, Chemistry and Geography 
the OU was awarded the maximum possible score, out-performing Oxford and 
Cambridge and Imperial College, London.”

The most recent developments in national quality assurance have involved a much 
“lighter” process, and in its report Outcomes from Institutional Audit—2005, the QAA 
recommends further development in a number of areas for all institutions, including:
•	 Internal approval of new programmes with a particular focus on annual monitoring
•	 The way in which institutions work with external examiners and use their reports

The last institutional audit of the OUUK can be accessed from the QAA Web site 
(www.qaa.ac.uk), and it will be of interest to readers to note its major findings and 
the language used to convey them: “As a result of its investigations the audit team’s 
view of the University is that: broad confidence can be placed in the soundness of the 
University’s current and likely future management of the quality of its programmes 
and the academic standards of awards.” This is the highest level of confidence the audit 
process allows.

The team went on to identify areas of good practice, notably:
•	 The way in which the University monitors the security of its academic standards
•	 The systematic and comprehensive collection and use of feedback from students
•	 The arrangements for appointing, monitoring and supporting its part-time Associate 

Lecturers
•	 The proactive stance taken by the university in giving academic guidance and 

support to students

With the development of new procedures for institutional audit and subject audit trailing, 
the subject-based evaluation of the quality of materials and services has been passed to 
the university, and this gives it more responsibility for monitoring its own systems in the 
future.

Clark (2003) notes that “the word ‘Quality’ in higher education has been subject to an 
active debate for at least 10 years and has often been used in ways that blur the distinction 
between the two terms ‘quality’ and ‘standard.’  ” He defines quality (and so does the 
Open University) as “the attribute of a process or product that assures that it is ‘fit for 
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purpose.’  ” This means that whether a product (e.g., an academic text) or a process (e.g., 
a tutorial) is of “high quality” is a judgement relative to the purpose for which the product 
or process is created or used. It is important to keep this definition in mind as this case 
study develops.

In order to maintain such a success, it is clear that the university’s internal processes 
need to be robust and effective. It does this in two main ways—through its governance 
structure and through internal review.

2.4 University governance

The university is in the process of simplifying its approach to decision-making partly 
in response to the recommendations of the 2004 audit with the current Senate (which 
comprises all academic staff and others) and Academic Board being replaced by an 
Academic Governing Body with some 150 members, the Student Policy Board and 
the Learning and Teaching Board being replaced by a Student Learning and Support 
Board and the Quality and Standards Board being replaced by a Quality Assurance and 
Enhancement Committee at lower than board level which would provide the key source 
of assurance on quality to the Academic Governing Body (Internal Academic Board 
paper  2005).

2.5  Internal review

All courses, programmes and awards are subject to internal review processes throughout 
their lifespans, and services to students are also reviewed annually. This internal review is 
supported by a range of monitoring processes including:
•	 Student recruitment, retention, performance and progress
•	 Student satisfaction with awards, courses and services
•	 External assessors, external examiners and external advisors
•	 Feedback from course team members, regional staff and tutors
•	Monitoring of the quality of teaching and assessment of tutor marked assignments

Regional Centres are required by Student Services to carry out an annual review of their 
key activities and share the outcomes with each other. Key areas include the provision 
of information, advice and guidance in the context of course choice, learning skills and 
careers, support and advice for students with disabilities, and provision of appropriate 
operational and other resources in relation to examinations and assessment.

3. sPeciFic QuaLity assurance activities

It has been crucial for the OU to engage with the challenges posed by teaching large 
numbers of students at a distance and gaining a high level of academic credibility in a 
suspicious market. The processes developed to provide appropriate quality assurance 
systems have produced challenges both to institutional procedures and to staff 
engagement. 

This case study thus addresses and comments on the processes of quality assurance 
and standard setting in the university and does so from four interrelated perspectives: 
a) materials production and the quality of teaching and learning, including assessment, 
b) learner support including tutoring, c) administrative and operational systems 
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underpinning the core activities of teaching and learning, and d) the role of staff in the 
delivery of quality processes. Although the OUUK is a research-active university, the 
issues of quality assurance in research activities are not addressed here. 

3.1 Materials and pedagogy

One of the key areas the OU had to address was the quality of its materials which provide 
the main teaching resources for students and which are open to public scrutiny. It did 
so by pioneering the team approach to the development of courses. This involves peer-
group review of content and design of materials that are subject to a process of collective 
constructive criticism and development. The course team involves not only subject 
specialists but also instructional designers, media specialists and specialists in tutoring, 
which increasingly implies tutoring online as well as face-to-face and by correspondence.

The Open University has, as part of its mission, a commitment to exploit new media for 
the improvement of its teaching and learning. The experience and expertise of software 
engineers and multimedia designers is being integrated with academic expertise with 
the aim of ensuring “the most professional scrutiny of the quality of distance learning 
materials and methods to be found anywhere in the world of Higher Education” (OU 
Teaching and Learning Strategy  2004–2008: 18).

The materials are also subject to reviews at each stage of the drafting process by an 
External Assessor who is usually a peer expert from a conventional university and 
through the results of any developmental testing with students that may have taken place.

A key role is also played in most course production by professional editors, copyright 
experts, designers, illustrators, photographers, audio-visual, multimedia and software 
staff. There are formal university-level procedures for the approval of courses and awards 
that come into play at the point a course is conceived, and there is annual monitoring at 
course level with a more extensive internal review after the first presentation, in course 
mid-life and before any extension or remake. These reviews are undertaken by the 
academic units themselves and involve some degree of externality—an important element 
of “internal review.”

3.1.1 Assessment

Many distance educators would support the claim that assessment drives learning 
(Morgan & O’Reilly 2002), and this is certainly the case in the Open University. A 
particular challenge for the OU has been to develop robust assessment procedures and 
processes and to put in place appropriate monitoring and standards.

Course teams are responsible for developing an assessment strategy as the course is being 
prepared. Assessment is an integral part of the teaching and learning process and plays a 
key part in assuring quality and standards. Now that UK higher education is based on the 
assessment of learning outcomes (skills, knowledge and understanding), it is critical that 
each part of a course has explicit statements on such outcomes.

The University’s assessment strategy and minimum requirements for a degree are 
described in “Code of Practice for Student Assessment (2004).” The assessment strategy 
for a new course is submitted to the Assessment Policy Committee, normally two years 
before the course begins, and requires the course team to specify, among others:
•	 The number and relative weighting of assignments
•	 Student feedback levels on computer-marked assignments
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•	 Examination type
•	Any deviation from the standard closed-book examination 
•	 Projects/dissertations

3.1.2 Quality of assignment marking

The monitoring of assignments is central to the university’s quality assurance processes. 
It has two primary objectives:
•	 To ensure that grades given by different tutors are consistent with each other and the 

intentions of the course’s Examination and Assessment Board 
•	 To ensure the fitness for purpose of the tutor’s correspondence teaching

Various statistical aids are provided to course teams and regional staff to enable them to 
compare the grading profile of an individual tutor with the average grading offered by all 
tutors and also to trace situations where tutors are late in their marking.

All courses have external examiners who work with internal members of Examination 
and Assessment Boards to provide external scrutiny of its assessment methods and 
processes and to provide direct experience of relevant standards in other universities.

3.1.3 Quality assurance of examinations

This is clearly a crucial aspect of all QA processes. The OUUK is particularly vigilant 
to ensure high quality of the examination assessment strategy and that the processes 
surrounding examinations—e.g., security and delivery of question papers, invigilation 
during examinations, standardisation of marking and dealing with appeals—are rigorous.

3.2 Tutoring

A particular challenge to teaching large numbers of students at a distance is the quality of 
tutorial support. One of the key aspects of learner support in the Open University is the 
role played by its 8000 part-time tutors. These staff members are the “human face” of the 
university and are able to get to know their students as individuals because the university 
operates a tutor-student ratio of around 1:25. Associate Lecturers bring into the university 
their own experience, whether it is from other universities, colleges, schools or the work of 
business and public service, and they add to the diversity of the Open University and are the 
core of its major teaching principle, that of “supported open learning.”

Large numbers of tutors create the need to ensure quality and consistency across the 
university, which operates both across the UK and increasingly within the rest of 
Europe. Thus tutors are carefully selected, trained and monitored thoroughly to ensure 
consistency of the quality and level of teaching and assessment.

The university’s staff development programme for its tutors has been established for many 
years and is recognised as the gold standard for the support of part-time tutors in higher 
education in the UK. The new contract for tutors, introduced in 2003, was a move towards 
treating them as equal professionals, and integrated with this is a payment for up to 2 days 
per annum of training and development. New tutors are paired with peer mentors with 
whom they can discuss their work and arrange mutual attendance at each other’s tutorials.

Correspondence teaching and assignment grading quality are monitored by photocopying 
scripts to be examined by staff appointed as monitors. Increasingly, monitoring can be 
undertaken electronically where assignments are submitted in this mode and the extent of 
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plagiarism can be determined more easily by the use of software detection. As always, the 
question of who monitors the monitors remains unresolved!

While many systems are in place to ensure a level of consistency and quality of tutorial 
support, challenges still remain, as with any university, in terms of the monitoring of 
individual communications with students, turnaround times for individual e-mails and so 
on. This is particularly the case as the OU’s tutors work from their own homes.

3.2.1 Student support and guidance

The quality framework for student support and guidance is influenced 
by external quality requirements and by the University’s own review and 
developmental work.

The goal is to offer a support and guidance service which is consistent across 
the University and which is responsive to the needs of individual learners in 
the context of their course and geographical location. (OUUK Framework for 
Student Support and Guidance 2002)

One of the challenges for assuring quality of guidance and counselling is that of being 
sure that there is appropriate quality in one-to-one interactions. Many OU staff have 
undertaken programmes leading to National Vocational Qualifications in Customer Care 
and in Guidance and Counselling. The process of obtaining such qualifications involves 
the construction of a portfolio that supports through comments from customers and 
clients, claims that the university provides effective and appropriate professional advice.

The Open University Regional Student Services and the Careers Service have received 
the Matrix Quality Standard hallmark for the provision of Information, Advice and 
Guidance. This standard emphasises the vital importance of impartial and independent 
advice to students and potential students and can sometimes sit uneasily with drives to 
increase student numbers!

3.2.2 Data collection

Data are collected regularly on student demographics, progress and progression rates and 
satisfaction, and the aim is to achieve an overall rating of 80 percent or higher of students 
expressing satisfaction with the support and services they receive.

In 2005, a new system will be introduced (Developing Associate Lecturer Feedback) 
which will systematically enable students to provide feedback on the support received 
from their individual Associate Lecturers. This information will be used to provide 
personalised feedback for staff development and provide the university with evidence of 
the quality and value of Associate Lecturer support.

3.3 Administrative and operational processes

Although often neglected, administrative and operational processes are keys to successful 
distance education.

The university is moving towards setting standards for basic processes such as response 
to e-mails and telephone calls, dispatch of materials and handling of assignments.  The 
establishment of a Customer Relationship Management System, which involves the 
recording of interactions between staff and students, is an example of how business 
practices are increasingly found to be useful in educational settings. Much of the work in 
this area is being led by Student Services.
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3.4 Role of the academic staff  

It may be an obvious point to make, but it needs to be reiterated that it is the staff who 
ultimately ensure that quality and standards are at the level required by the institution and 
by a national framework.

The processes above provide the framework within which the staff operate. The OUUK 
has and is extremely fortunate in continuing to recruit highly able and motivated 
professional staff who, for the most part, join the institution because they believe in 
its mission of social justice. The careful selection, induction, development and support 
of staff constitute a key aspect of quality assurance that applies to all categories and 
particularly those in leadership roles.

4. tHe iMPact oF inForMation anD 
coMMunication tecHnoLoGies (icts)  
on QuaLity assurance

The impact of ICTs in open and distance education has been both positive and negative. 

To begin with the negatives: there is a danger that the ability to offer courses and 
qualifications online is leading to a reversal of the long-fought battle for credibility of 
distance education. In the past some providers of correspondence education were rightly 
criticised for their commercial approach and lack of student support. The economics of 
distance education not subsidised by governments meant that there was no incentive to 
retain students on a course once it had started, especially when students committed their 
fee payment upfront.

The phenomenal increase in the use of the World Wide Web over the past few years 
has seen a growth of what, at the very least, seems to be unscrupulous ventures, with 
very little quality assurance and very little concern for student progress and retention. 
Unfortunately, this is not simply restricted to unknown organisations trying to make 
money! The ability to put a course online is also encouraging what Bates (2004) has 
termed the “Lone Ranger” approach to teaching, in which an individual academic devises 
a course which is taught online. Where is the course team and quality assurance here?

On the other hand, the advent of online teaching has not meant that the existing 
frameworks or strategies for quality assurance and standards have had to be changed 
in principle, although there are new processes in terms of materials production, learner 
support and administrative procedures.

Dealing with the latter first, new standards are being introduced to ensure that students 
are clear about what they can expect with regard to responses to e-mail enquiries, both 
from their tutors and from student support services. New technologies make it easier to 
monitor standards and targets; for instance, the frequency of tutors logging on to key Web 
sites or contributing to key Web sites or electronic conferences.

In terms of materials production, the quality of teaching online or through DVDs and 
CD-ROMs is subject to exactly the same peer and specialist criticism and review as 
print. “The media product aspect of quality can be evaluated by comparison of the 
use made by the University’s eLearning media with uses made of the same media by 
other organisations. Design, look-and-feel, navigational efficiency and ease, degree of 
integration of media with each other are all evaluated and as needed improved” (The e-
Learning Policy of the Open University 2005).
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Instead of simply ensuring that mailing systems are effective, the onus is now on the 
university to keep its electronic systems up and running such that students can access 
materials and advice 24/7/365.

Where tutoring is online, staff tutors are able to “visit” tutorials “virtually,” but the 
principle is exactly the same as that on which physical visits are made to face-to-face 
tutorials, with constructive feedback being provided to help tutors improve their skills in 
teaching online.

5.  WHy Be concerneD WitH QuaLity assurance 
anD Lessons Learnt?

For many years in UK higher education, there has been a steady murmur about the time-
consuming nature of the QAA’s quality assurance procedures, both for institutional audit 
and the audits of teaching and research. However, external audit can be of great help to 
institutional managers as a point of reference. The institutional staff have to be supportive 
as there is an impact on the reputation of the institution and of the staff themselves. 
Internally in the Open University, the need to follow quality assurance practices for 
external audit is accepted (by most staff) and is understood to be an essential part of 
work.

The new approach to QA currently being introduced operates with a far lighter touch and 
puts far more responsibility onto institutions to demonstrate they have the procedures in 
place to assure the quality (fitness for purpose) and the standards (objective, measurable 
outcomes). The move to more internal review and self-assessment has its own 
difficulties, especially when externality, from different units within the university or from 
outside the university, is seen as a helpful checking device.

An example of this was the establishment in 1998 of Internal Review within the regions 
of the Open University. Here regions agreed to report openly on their activities and 
achievements in a common public, Web-based format on an annual basis. As ever, 
questions arose: Why are we doing this?  We don’t have the time; who is going to read 
it? It’s just going through the motions. Students would prefer us to be answering their 
queries rather than completing bureaucratic paper work, etc. Nevertheless, this process 
was introduced and was found to be valuable by managers and by some staff.

The original plan was to introduce “internal externality” by having members of staff from 
different regions contributing to the annual reporting process. However, staff never really 
felt comfortable with this and it was not implemented. Similarly, faculties and schools 
have resisted the involvement of colleagues from other areas, although in the case of 
courses and programmes, there is the standard policy of external assessors and examiners 
mentioned above.

Many staff in the Open University subscribe to the principle of individual reflective 
practice as the key element of quality assurance. Regional staff have produced a highly 
effective and well-used toolkit “How Do I Know I Am Doing a Good Job?”, which 
the staff can use with their students to get immediate feedback on their work without 
involving the line manager.

In general, institutions do have to address the issue about the time-consuming nature 
of quality processes. It is not acceptable for staff to complain that they “don’t have the 
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time” even though they accept that reflective practice is at the core of good teaching and 
learning. 

In conclusion, it is clear that quality assurance cannot be imposed; it must be owned by 
staff, who in turn must see clearly the relevance of QA processes in relation to their own 
reflective practice. Over the past 10 years, at a national level in the UK, this lesson has 
been taken on by the QAA. Its approach now is much lighter than, and as such is more 
readily accepted than, the previously perceived heavy-handedness. 

The Open University’s new and simplified approach to governance puts the onus on 
the academic faculties and other delivery units to manage their own approach to quality 
assurance, with the new Quality Assurance and Enhancement Committee providing 
advice to a wide range of other bodies on quality requirements.

6. toWarDs a cuLture oF QuaLity 

It is generally agreed that the Open University UK has a culture of quality, and in 
conclusion it is worth trying to trace how this has developed over the years.

It is clear that different factors have been influential at different times, and the interplay 
between leadership, systems and staff commitment, in the context of a now well-
developed national system of QA, have all played their part.

6.1 Early leadership

When Jenny Lee (the Minister for the Arts in the 1969 Labour Government) took up the 
challenge of making operational the Prime Minister’s (Harold Wilson) vision of an open 
university, she made it clear from the outset that this was to be a “proper” university with 
full research and teaching responsibilities at all levels. This statement in itself set the tone 
for the university, which then attracted many academics as a result of its core values of 
social justice.

Lord Perry of Walton (the founding Vice-Chancellor) was himself an eminent academic and 
Vice-Principal of Edinburgh University. One of the reasons he left Edinburgh to take up 
this challenge was because of what he considered to be the very low level of the quality of 
teaching in the university sector at that time and his determination to do something about it. 
So from the beginning, there was a total commitment to the quality of teaching.

6.2 The public nature of the university’s teaching and a focus on 
pedagogy

This point has been mentioned earlier but it cannot be emphasised too strongly that 
the fact that the Open University’s teaching materials were to be publicly available, 
through bookshops as well as to students directly, and that TV and radio programmes 
were broadcast on open channels, meant that great care was needed to ensure that 
they reflected well on the university. The course team approach, developed at the very 
beginning, was integral to the early approaches to quality assurance and helped to make 
sure that the university was “bomb-proof ” from attacks by its political opponents. In 
the early years, the university was viewed with deep suspicion by politicians and other 
prominent figures, one of whom referred to the concept as “blithering nonsense.”



146

6.3 The students

Another key factor in those early days was that the students were over 21 and a large number 
of them were teachers. This ensured that staff designing the student and tutorial services were 
kept on their toes by the customers who were keen to learn, demanding in their requirements 
and many of whom had experience which matched if not exceeded that of their tutors.

6.4 The staff

In the early days many staff joined the university because they were attracted to its 
mission and because they saw that it had the potential to break the mould of higher 
education with its openness and its emphasis on high-quality teaching. In many ways, 
this still applies today; many of those applying for both full-time roles and part-time roles 
across a wide range of levels and functions cite the mission of the university as one of the 
reasons why they wish to join.

6.5 Links between the regions and the centre

The critical importance of knowing what students and tutors thought of the materials and 
the services of the university was identified at an early stage. One way of ensuring this 
link was the creation of faculty posts based in the regions, known as Staff Tutors. These 
staff had responsibility to the Regional Director for the recruitment, selection, support 
and monitoring of the part-time tutors and for liaising with their faculty course-writing 
colleagues at the centre.

6.6 Systems

As the university developed, systems came to have a crucial role in quality assurance. 
With so many students, over 100,000 by this time, it was critical to have robust systems 
for assessment, for dealing with complaints and for obtaining feedback from students and 
staff as well as many other processes to ensure that students received services that they 
had come to expect from major commercial organisations.

6.7 The middle years

In the 1980s, there was a growing external consensus that the university’s teaching was 
excellent. This recognition meant that the staff of the university received the unusual 
accolade of being acknowledged to be good and ground-breaking teachers, using their 
access to multi-media opportunities to the maximum. This meant that people wanted to 
come and work for the institution, and it was able to recruit the brightest, most committed 
and able university teachers. So in a very real sense, quality assurance became embedded 
in everything the university did.

At this time, the then Vice-Chancellor, John Horlock, took the decision to strengthen 
the professoriate in the university and to insist that professors take a leading role in 
supporting and developing staff; an important contribution to QA. 

By the mid 1980s, the university was once again under scrutiny by a fairly hostile 
government, and this built a powerful determination within the university staff at all 
levels to fight for what they now recognised as being one of the great educational 
developments of the twentieth century.
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6.8 The later years

In the 1990s, the university looked at a range of quality assurance models (see reference 
to Investors in People, earlier) but it became clear that the developing national quality 
assurance systems for higher education were now the drivers of the way in which the 
university should approach its QA. The achievements of the university in all aspects 
of the quality of its teaching and student support were recognised increasingly as 
external quality reports of all institutions were made available publicly and it could be 
seen through league tables that the OU was at the very top in terms of the quality of its 
teaching and learning.

This has boosted morale within the university and stimulated a renewed effort to ensure 
that the culture of quality, first established by Walter Perry in 1969, is still strong and 
evolving in the early part of the twenty-first century.

reFerences

Bates, Tony. (February 2004). Keynote Speech. International Council for Distance 
Education, World Conference, Hong Kong. 

Clark, P.M. (2003). “Quality in the Digital Age.” In A. Szucs, E. Wagner & C. Tsolakidis 
(Eds.) The Quality Dialogue – Integrating Quality Cultures in Flexible, Distance 
and e-Learning. Proceedings of the 2003 European Distance Education Network 
Annual Conference, Rhodes, Greece. pp. 1–6.

“Code of Practice for Student Assessment (2004).” Open University UK Policy 
Documents for Students. Retrieved from www3.open.ac.uk/our-student-policies 

“How Do I Know I Am Doing A Good Job?” Open University Teaching Toolkit. (1998). 
Milton Keynes: Open University Student Services. 

Leading the Learning Revolution: The e-Learning Policy of the Open University (2005). 
Internal Document. Milton Keynes: The Open University.

Mills, R. & Paul, R. (1995). “Investing in Our People: Staff Development Needs in Fast 
Changing Times.” In D. Sewart (Ed.) One World, Many Voices, Quality in Open 
and Distance Education. Cambridge: The Open University Press.

Morgan, C. & O’Reilly, M. (2002). Assessing Open and Distance Learners. London, 
England: Kogan Page. 

Open University UK Internal Academic Board Paper on Governance (2005). Milton 
Keynes: The Open University.

Open University UK Mission Statement. Milton Keynes: The Open University. Retrieved 
from www.open.ac.uk

Open University UK Teaching and Learning Strategy (2004–2008). Milton Keynes: The 
Open University.

Outcomes from Institutional Audit (2005). In The London Times, Tuesday, May 10, 2005, 
Public Agenda, p. 8. Retrieved from www.qaa.ac.uk/reviews/institutionalAudit/
outcomes/default.asp



148

Paul, R. (1990). Open Learning and Open Management: Leadership and Integrity in 
Distance Education. London, England: Kogan Page. 

Peters, O. (2001). Learning and Teaching in Distance Education: Analysis and 
Interpretation from an International Perspective. London, England: Kogan 
Page. 

Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) Code of Practice for Distance Learning. Retrieved 
from www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/codeOfPractice/distanceLearning/
default.asp

Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) Codes of Practice: Retrieved from www.qaa.ac.uk/
academicinfrastructure/codeOfPractice/default/asp

Rumble, G. (2000). “Student Support in Distance Education in the 21st Century: Learning 
from Service Management.” Distance Education,  21, 2:  216–235. 

The Open University UK: Framework for Student Support and Guidance (2002). Milton 
Keynes: The Open University.



149

cHaPter 11

tHe sateLLite internet access 
For scHooL oF tHe air (siasota) 
ProJect: tHe MaKinG oF a neW “Live” 
onLine LearninG coMMunity

Roger Edmonds

aBstract

The Satellite Internet Access for School of the Air (SIASOTA) Project has accomplished 
wonderful things for the School of the Air (SOTA) community in South Australia. It 
has enhanced the learning process and outcomes for the 4- to 12-year-old remote and 
rural students by giving them access, for the first time ever, to 100 percent clear audio 
and visual links to their teacher and classmates, a whiteboard to show the teacher their 
accomplishments and to see those of their classmates. 

The project has also had flow-on benefits to the wider remote and rural community. 
Parents have become Internet literate while helping their children, and related 
organisations are using the system to deliver health and community services, Scouts now 
meet in a virtual scout hall and the Outback Parents’ and Friends’ Associations use it 
for meetings. The project achieved international recognition for its exceptional results 
in the delivery of distance education, winning a Silver Award in the 2003 Brandon Hall 
Excellence in e-Learning Award.

The quality assurance processes embedded within the project brought both visibility and 
accountability to it. It enabled us to:

•	 Identify key processes and activities
•	 Monitor and measure processes and variations, allowing us to forecast the risks and 

take corrective action if necessary

We understood that a problem at any stage in the project would affect the quality of the 
entire project. We needed to ensure that the project operated in an effective way from 
planning to implementation and was responsive to its key stakeholders. Creating our 
QA procedures was time-consuming. Once these were identified, however, strategies 
were created to make sure that various quality outcomes were met during the project 
development. 

It has been, and continues to be, an interesting and exciting time. 
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1. BacKGrounD

1.1 Institutional profile

The Department of Education and Children’s Services (DECS) in South Australia has 
609 schools servicing 169,000 students. One of its schools, the Open Access College 
(OAC) (www.oac.sa.edu.au) is recognised as a leader in distance education and online 
schooling services in the Asia Pacific region and, in 2004, delivered its ODL program 
to 971 full-time equivalent students. Within the OAC, the School of the Air (SOTA), 
currently provides distance learning to children who live in isolated surroundings where 
travel to regular school classrooms on a daily basis would be logistically difficult, if 
not impossible. Most of these children are scattered across South Australia’s pastoral 
region in small communities and live on geographically remote cattle and sheep stations, 
occupying an area of over 900,000 square kilometres. 

1.2 Country profile

South Australia is one of the eight states and territories in Australia. The national regional 
profile of Australia as determined by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (June 30, 
2002) reads:

Australia has a population of 19,640,979 which means it has one of the lowest 
population densities in the world, just 2.5 persons per km2 compared to India’s 
274. Employment is high with just over 92% of the total population in either 
full or part-time employment (ABS  2004).

Literacy levels are high. In 1996, the ABS measured some elements of Australians’ 
literacy and numeracy skills and concluded that:

80% of Australians had competent literacy levels where English was a first 
language but only 53% where English was a second language in the home 
(ABS  1997). 

On the use of technology by Australians, the ABS reported that: 

By November 2000 over half (56%) of the households in Australia, or 4.0 
million households, had access to a computer at home. The number of 
households with home Internet access rose to 2.7 million, or 37% of all 
Australian households (ABS  2001),

and at the end of the March quarter of 2004:

There were 694 Internet Service Providers supplying Internet access to 5.2 
million active subscribers (ABS  2004). 

1.3 Distance education in Australia

Australia has a successful history in school-level distance education. It began in 
1901 when “travelling teachers” were selected to provide educational services 
to geographically isolated (or “outback”) children who could not access schools. 
Correspondence education (as it was known then) grew out of this model and, by the 
1920s, was occurring across all areas of Australia.
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In the 1950s, many “schools of the air” were established to conduct daily communications 
between teachers and students using high frequency (HF) radio. As a two-way form of 
communication, the HF radio created new possibilities for interaction and collaboration and 
has, for over 50 years, made a unique contribution to the culture of the Australian “bush.” 

The revolution in distance education though has come in the last 25 years with 
telecommunications, desktop computers and the Internet, opening up vast new 
possibilities for improved access and student engagement. In particular during the last 
decade information and communication technologies have revolutionised distance 
education in the schooling sector. 

According to Dolan (2004), several key directions illustrate the ways in which Australian 
distance education schools are now integrating new technologies into student learning:

• Online course materials provide detailed coursework in a format that is, potentially, 
more easily distributed, stored and updated than print. 

• Online communication, including discussion forums, chat rooms and e-mail, greatly 
extend the traditional correspondence and telephone options and provide new 
possibilities for exchange of information and content.

• Subject Web sites allow resources and online communication options to be housed 
in a discrete and dedicated location on the Web. These sites give teachers greater 
creative control and students a place where they can feel part of a “classroom.” 

• The virtual classroom is providing integrated communication and content solutions 
that are easy to use, fosters interaction, operates at low bandwidths and mirrors 
many of the rituals and methods of the traditional classroom. It is a major recent 
development. 

This case study is about one such virtual classroom that has revolutionised the way young 
students now attend school in one of the remote places. It can be replicated  anywhere in 
the world. 

2. tHe sateLLite internet access For scHooL 
oF tHe air ProJect  

2.1 Background

The School of the Air (SOTA) is one of those places that has a presence everywhere 
– and a presence nowhere. “School of the what?” followed by “Where are you?” are 
familiar questions we still hear over the telephone, as much from people within our 
educational system as from those outside it. The traditional means of teaching by SOTA 
for nearly 50 years was by high frequency radio (HF radio). There are many known 
educational drawbacks to this format, including poor quality communication, lack of 
immediate feedback from teachers, inability to work together with peers on joint projects, 
and little opportunity to foster important social skills that develop in group situations. 

Two important events in 2001 became the catalyst for major changes in the way SOTA 
children were to receive their education from 2002 onwards. The first was a joint 
initiative between Telstra (a major telecommunications provider) and government 
bodies allowing families in isolated parts of Australia to gain improved communication 
by the installation of a two-way satellite dish on all properties that lie in the Telstra 
extended charge phone zones. In South Australia, these zones lie in the footprint of 
SOTA. The second occurred when the State of South Australia was granted funding by 
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the Commonwealth of Australia to conduct a pilot program for distance education using 
satellite/Internet.  

In January 2002, understanding that most families in their school community had then 
received satellite/Internet access, SOTA purchased an Internet-based virtual classroom 
on a trial basis. A number of educational products of this type existed but the SOTA 
choice was for Centra Symposium (“Centra”) owned by Centra Software Inc. of Boston, 
USA. Worldwide, Centra runs more than 2 million sites, each with 1,000 clients, and is 
recognised as a field leader. However, SOTA was the first school purchaser in Australia. 

2.2 Objectives

The key objectives of the project were to:
•	 Provide quality Internet services to children enrolled in remote and isolated 

communities in South Australia ensuring equitable access to educational programs 
and services

•	 Test the improvement in educational outcomes for School of the Air students through 
the delivery of an online curriculum

•	 Test an alternative communication solution to HF radio
•	 Prove the sustainability of such a solution in terms of value for money, technical 

requirements and delivery of educational outcomes

2.3 Timeline

dAte ACtivity

February 2001 South Australia granted funding from Networking the Nation: Rural 
Telecommunications Infrastructure Fund.

March 2001 Steering Committee formed. Year levels for pilot phase selected.

April – July 2001 Project delayed pending the announcement and roll-out of Telstra 
Extended Zones offer and SA Govt. telecommunications tender.

October 2001 Deed executed.

Nov. – Dec. 2001
• Online software selected – CentraOne Symposium chosen.
• Roll-out of computers, installation of satellite equipment.
• Face-to-face visits to all pilot sites (20).

January 2002 Training workshops for students, supervisors and teachers.

Feb. – July 2002 “Virtual classroom” lesson delivery occurs to Years 2 and 5 students.

March 2002 Interim independent evaluation.

January 2003 Top-up funding approved.

April 2003 Full implementation to all SOTA primary year levels begins.

November 2003 Final independent report.
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2.4 Outcomes

Project:
•	 Project schedule achieved
•	 Tested the effectiveness of technology, support and training
•	 Sourced the best available online educational delivery system
•	 Tested the complexity of installation, configuration and maintenance

Student: 
•	 Provided equitable access to educational programs and services
•	 Participated in online curriculum delivery
•	Developed ICT skills for future learning and employment

SotA:
•	Created a responsive, interactive “virtual classroom” for teachers and students, which 

is not possible using HF radio and the existing low bandwidth telephony
•	Compared and analysed learning outcomes experienced by all students

Community:
•	Achieved a connected community that is bridging the digital divide normally 

associated with extreme geographic isolation

2.5 How it works

Students and teachers now log in each day to a personal homepage on their computers and 
enter their virtual classroom. They communicate with each other using voice coming over 
the Internet and a “live” video camera where they can show their teacher and class-mates 
the models they have built, the posters they have drawn, etc. They also interact with the 
rich online content developed by the teachers and students and write and draw together 
on a shared electronic whiteboard, in break-out rooms (which are virtual rooms for small 
groups or individuals to work independently), shared applications and Web pages. Instant 
feedback is given to students doing oral presentations, with other students and teachers able 
to act like a live audience by posting clapping, smiling and giving “yes” or ‘“no” icons to 
encourage students along. As in real-life classrooms, students can now work in small groups 
for exercises such as brainstorming, and the teacher can “move” between groups to check 
on their progress. It is really empowering students and teachers, allowing them to access 
and use the vast resources of the World Wide Web within lessons. Students then use their 
own knowledge, resources and interests to take a topic and follow it through in depth with 
the information they collect. Suddenly long division, cooking, science experiments, Web-
quests and PE can all be taught much more effectively, and for the first time, activities are 
full of fun, opportunity and social engagement.

Figure 1:  Anna Creek Station in outback South Australia
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Figure 2:  How Centra works over the Internet

          Figure 3:  The interactive features and  
             tools of Centra

Figure 4:  SOTA student receiving her Centra lesson

2.6 The project expands

Following the successful pilot, SOTA applied for and was granted top-up funding to 
extend the project to all SOTA families in 2003, and so on April 11, 2003, SOTA bid 
farewell to nearly 50 years of the HF radio and officially welcomed Internet-based virtual 
classroom delivery to all its primary students. Computers connected via satellites are now 
allowing over 80 students to interact and work collaboratively online via Centra, which is 
being used for student’s lessons, school meetings and assemblies. 

It has had flow-on benefits to the whole SOTA community in many ways:
•	 Parents have become Internet literate while helping their children with schoolwork. 
•	Whole school assemblies are being held on virtual classroom.
•	 Parent and paid supervisor meetings and training and development are occurring on 

virtual classroom. 
•	 Scouts of the Air are using virtual classroom for meetings and activities. 
•	 The Outback Parents’ and Friends’ Associations are holding their meetings using 

Centra.
•	 The SOTA Student Representative Council (SRC) meets regularly on virtual 

classroom.
•	 The Remote and Isolated Children’s Exercise (RICE) teaches lessons to pre-school 

students, and the district nurse and the social worker are contacting parents through 
the virtual classroom.

•	Guest speakers are being brought in to lead special events.
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The parents, supervisors and students in remote South Australia are now all strong 
advocates of the SIASOTA Project, and the community has been supportive of the 
school’s pioneering role for distance education in Australia. It is clear that the decision to 
base the entire school around satellite/Internet learning has met with their overwhelming 
approval.

3. QuaLity assurance ProceDures

Creating our QA procedures was time-consuming. Once these were identified, however, 
strategies were created to make sure that various quality outcomes were met during the 
project development. These strategies included: 
•	 Strategic planning
•	Benchmarking
•	Risk analysis
•	 Internal reviews
•	 Independent evaluations

•	Best practice workshops

3.1 Strategic planning

Strategic planning focused on appropriate curriculum and methodology to meet changing 
needs of the SOTA students and society. It involved developing a focus area of action 
(e.g., use of Centra for curriculum delivery) and determining outcomes, strategies, 
resources and performance indicators (Figure 5).  

Figure 5:  Example of strategic planning grid for SIASOTA

SOTA FOCUS 
AREA FOR 

ACTION

EXPECTED 
OUTCOMES STRATEGIES RESOURCES PERFORMANCE INDICATORS

Virtual 
classroom

Curriculum 
delivered to 
all R-7 remote 
& isolated 
students and 
targeted Year 
8–10 students 
via the Internet 
and Centra 
Symposium

OAC ICT team provide ongoing high-
level support to families and staff ICT support staff Requests responded to within 24 hours

Find solutions for students without a 
28.8kbps connection to the Internet SIASOTA Manager Percentage of students enrolled using 

Centra

Targeted remote and isolated 8-10 
secondary students trial learning via the 
Internet using Centra Symposium

• Broadband connection 
and access to computer

• SOTA 8–10 staff

Numbers and type of staff support 
sessions

Provide ongoing training and 
development for staff, students and 
supervisors in using ICTs

• ICT skills assessment
• T&D program

• Lessons delivered by ICTs
• Supervisors attending sessions
• Record of D&T
• Range of ICT tools used by students 

Action Research is undertaken 
by educators into pedagogy and 
methodology using ICTs

• Action research process
• Individual staff/teams Record of research undertaken

Participate in ongoing conversations 
about the implications of emerging 
technologies, constructivism and 
changing methodologies for the 
production of course materials

• Centra Symposium
• School community

Evidence of communication and 
outcomes

Ongoing strategies to assist supervisors 
in providing classroom support to 
students

• Face to face D&T
• Supervisor support 

sessions via telephone 
and Centra

Record of supervisors attending and 
participating in sessions
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3.2 Benchmarking 

We also developed benchmarks to identify a commitment across the school to implement 
this new shape of “live” online learning at SOTA successfully. Appropriate resources 
were allocated for professional development and training, student help services, 
marketing and hardware requirements (computers, peripherals and satellite). Change 
management as well as teacher, supervisor and student readiness was addressed. And 
a “whole of school” approach was taken with the assumption that all aspects needed to 
work together for best practice to be exhibited. 

Benchmarks to cover three major areas were identified:
•	 School commitment
•	 Technology
•	 Teaching and learning 

Each area is broken down into the related units and elements shown in the table below. 

SCHOOL COMMITMENT

Leadership 
Commitment

Good practice includes …
•	 A clear vision for the development of online learning within SOTA
•	 A strategic plan to reflect a change to online schooling services
•	 Adequate resourcing

Management 
Practice

Good practice includes …
•	 Strategies to manage the changes and risks associated with moving from an 

embedded culture of using HF radio to teaching and learning in an online 
environment

•	 Using research to keep pace with current developments and stimulate 
innovation

•	 A strategic approach to the professional development of all staff involved

Evaluation

Good practice includes …
•	 Strategies to review and enhance the quality of teaching in a “live” virtual 

classroom
•	 A systematic process for gathering and analysing staff, supervisor and 

student feedback
•	 A plan to measure longer-term outcomes and cost-effectiveness

TECHNOLOGY

Good practice includes …
•	 Adequate measures to maintain the reliability of the hardware being used
•	 Easy access to technical support for staff, supervisors and students
•	 Alternative options when technology fails
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TEACHING AND LEARNING

Teaching 
Programs

Good practice includes …
•	 An educational rationale about our choice of using the “live” virtual 

classroom
•	 Flexible teaching and learning to accommodate a variety of teacher and 

learner preferences and contexts
•	 Procedures to maintain, review and update learning programs

Student  
Support

Good practice includes …
•	 Training to assist supervisors and students to use the “live” virtual classroom
•	 Tracking systems to monitor student activity

Teacher

Good practice includes …
•	 Understanding the differences between “live” online and teaching with HF 

radio
•	 Accommodating learners with a range of learning needs, styles and contexts
•	 Supporting and mentoring new and less experienced teachers
•	 Maintaining innovative practice through knowledge of current research and 

trends

3.3 Risk management 

SOTA understood early that there was a need to undertake risk management planning 
of this project on an ongoing basis. We did this to identify the main risks and define 
strategies and mitigation plans to minimise the risks. A team closely monitored 
and reported on the risks to ensure continued management throughout the project 
implementation. 

The two key determinants of a project risk associated with detrimental events were:
•	Consequences of the detrimental event on the project outcomes
•	 Likelihood of a detrimental event occurring

The table below provides a qualitative ranking for each key risk event/category.
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riSk
ConSeQuenCe LikeLihood MitigAtion	StrAtegy		

or	CounterMeASureS		
to	Be	AdoPtedL M h L M h

MANAGEMENT	risks

“Live” eLearning 
services not 
utilised adequately 
by SOTA teachers 
and students

X X

Appropriate marketing and 
communication strategies (brochures, 
Web site, presentations, workshops) in 
place within SOTA and wider school 
community.

Project is poorly 
managed leading 
to benefits and 
outputs being 
delayed or 
reduced 

X X

Ensure a salary was found to appoint 
a skilled and experienced person to 
manage the project in accordance 
with the existing project management 
methodologies. Technical and 
administrative personnel to support the 
project are appointed. 

E-CURRICULUM CONTENT

eCurriculum 
is not ready to 
deliver

X X

Lesson ideas and templates continually 
evolving since 2002. “Live” eLearning 
professional development & training 
(PD&T) policies and procedures in 
place.

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND TRAINING

PD&T of 
teachers, using 
Centra 

X X

Face-to-face training workshops 
occur for untrained teachers as 
required. Ongoing PD&T practices 
and procedures (tutorials, mentoring, 
meetings, resource library) in place as 
part of a managed PD&T program. 

Centra educational subscription package 
currently available to SOTA teachers 
only. Can be extended.

Training and 
support for 
school and home-
based supervisors 
and students 

X X

Face-to-face training workshops occur 
for untrained supervisors and students 
as required. Induction strategy for new 
supervisors and students enrolling 
during the year.

TECHNICAL

Centra 
main server 
mechanisms fail

X X
Continually monitor server statistics. 
Redundancy server configured and 
available within 1 hour.

Demand on Centra 
server higher 
than dimensioned 
initially

X X
Monitor and review utilisation statistics 
and alter where feasible. Add multilevel 
capacity.
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Data services 
suffer due to video 
prioritisation if 
network is flooded

X X

Monitor and review utilisation. 
Communicate good teaching or training 
practice using minimal video. Add 
resources if appropriate/needed.

Centra Helpdesk X X Procedures for 2002/3 in place.  
Monitor and review.

Inadequate staff 
to operate X X Technical support staff appointed. 

Undertake Centra technical training. 

Hardware 
available X X

Communicate all requirements before 
implementation through brochures, Web 
site and presentations. Client schools 
responsible for school-based students’ 
hardware, peripherals and Internet 
bandwidth. Monitor and review home-
based students’ requirements.

BANDWIDTH AVAILABILITY

Ensure minimum 
28.8 kbps 
available to all 
users

X X

Communicate the High Bandwidth 
Incentive Scheme (HiBIS), where 
applicable, to remote and isolated 
families, otherwise implement OAC 
Internet service obligation policy. 

Home-based students (outside of Telstra 
EZ) supported with OAC Dial-Connect 
as required.

3.4 Internal review 

In August 2003, 18 months after the pilot program began and 3 months after the OAC 
R-10 School of the Air began delivering lessons and communicating to all R-7 students 
and families via the Internet and Centra Symposium, the school community reviewed 
progress to date and set goals and targets for action for the rest of the year.

Outcomes we expected from the review were:
•	Current practices and issues surrounding teaching and learning in an online 

environment were investigated
•	 Focus areas for action were established

Parent, supervisor and student participation and feedback was organised via CENTRA for 
this review, as the perceptions and comments from the viewpoint of the main users of this 
technology were vital to the outcomes.

A SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) analysis was used with the 
adults and a PMI (Plus, Minus, Interesting) with the students to stimulate thinking and 
provide a framework to represent their comments and ideas. A face-to-face meeting was 
held involving SOTA staff, OAC leadership, project management, parents, supervisors 
and students. At this meeting, feedback was brought together into Focus Areas for Action.
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outcomes

After reviewing student, parent and staff comments we decided on the following Focus 
Areas for Action to review and amend our practices:
•	 Teacher practice
•	 Information and communication technologies
•	Resourcing
•	 Training and development

3.5  Independent evaluations

Independent evaluations of the project were undertaken to review progress and to make 
recommendations for its extension to the whole school. 

3.5.1  Interim evaluation

The pilot phase of the SIASOTA project commenced on January 26, 2002, and continued 
until the end of second term on July 6, 2002. An independent evaluation of the SIASOTA 
pilot conducted in 2002 made the following key findings about the virtual classroom 
teaching and learning environment:

•	 It strengthens relationships and improves social presence.
•	 It strengthens student autonomy and initiative and supports cooperation and 

collaboration.
•	 The use of break-out rooms (see Section 2.5) strongly supports child driven learning.
•	 It supports the five essential types of learning identified under the South Australian 

Curriculum Standards and Accountability Framework.
•	 It allows ease of interaction and will impact positively on the student’s acquisition of 

knowledge.
•	 It provides learning in ways not possible using HF radio. 
•	 Students enjoy their lessons and are motivated to participate and learn.

It concluded that:

On both theoretical and empirical grounds, the SIASOTA pilot project is 
substantially enhancing educational outcomes. The break-out room (see Section 
2.5) and the whiteboard facility have no precedent with radio or telephone 
and are among the most powerful tools of the synchronous online teaching 
and learning occurring now. Children are learning in a more stimulating 
environment, many using the word “fun” to describe their learning experience. 
Social skills are also being strongly developed in the virtual classroom with 
some parents beginning to notice those skills generalised to the home situation. 
Efforts to expand the project to all children in the SOTA community would be 
of inestimable benefit to their further education.

                                  (Essential Equity for Open Access College, August 2002)

3.5.2  Research project

The above findings seem to suggest that the use of Centra has a lot of potential for 
permitting real-time interaction between the teacher and students and for engaging 
students in the educational process generally. 
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In 2004, we engaged a research student from the University of Technology in Sydney 
to conduct a research project on the forms and functions of interaction possible through 
Centra, as an understanding of interaction in a synchronous eLearning environment for 
distance learning will inform the future design of learning environment(s) at SOTA and 
assist us in making appropriate changes in our eLearning design. It will also provide us a 
model that can be adapted for use in countries such as Pakistan (the country of origin of 
the researcher), where language and written communication remain barriers to eLearning 
for large populations. We await the final release of the paper in 2005.

3.5.3 Final evaluation

The final report to the Open Access College on the evaluation of the SIASOTA Project 
was completed in January 2004. All children enrolled with SOTA had been taught via 
satellite/Internet since April 2003. Some of the findings reported and recommendations 
are as follows:

On the central issue of whether satellite/Internet learning induces superior 
educational outcome, we have no doubt that it does. On both theoretical and 
empirical grounds, we unhesitatingly find that the project has been a success 
giving children a richer and more fulfilling environment in which to learn. It is 
clear that the decision to base the entire school around satellite/Internet learning 
has met with overwhelming community approval. 

Our primary concern is about equity of access and project sustainability in 
a climate of budgetary constraint. A second concern relates to professional 
development not only for the teaching staff but also for parents and supervisors. 
We do not believe that the optimum value of the technology is being delivered 
and we would emphasise that investment in professional development will 
motivate teachers to present more exciting and insightful lessons and motivate 
parents and supervisors to share new found skills with their children. 

 Recommendations
•	 We commend DECS, OAC and SOTA on bringing a new vision to 

distance education in South Australia and recommend that extensive 
publicity of that achievement be brought to the profession and to the 
general public. 

•	 We strongly recommend that OAC and SOTA be aware of the dangers 
of inequity and pursue all reasonable steps to deliver quality education 
to all enrolled children.

•	 We strongly recommend further enhancements to professional 
development allowing teachers to benefit from greater understanding 
of the full powers of the Internet.

•	 In order to meet the additional costs outlined above, we recommend 
that the OAC request consideration by DECS of an increased recurrent 
budget pointing out the great benefits that are achievable by this 
innovative and effective teaching and learning module.

                                  (Essential Equity for Open Access College, January 2004)

The final report prompted us to develop a business plan to demonstrate that an expansion 
of “live” eLearning with Centra increases productivity at lower operating costs and 
builds on the excellent work of the SIASOTA Project. The South Australian government 
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committed to using Centra in all its schools in December 2004, and the program to 
implement that is currently in progress. 

3.6 Best practice workshops

A Centra Best Practice Workshop was held in September 2004, in which leaders and 
teachers from SOTA came together to gather descriptions of particularly effective practice 
in using Centra so that they could be discussed and analysed for general themes that 
might reveal best practice guidelines for use by all teachers in the “live” online learning 
environment at all levels. 

We wanted teachers to address questions such as the following:
• What do I understand by the term “best practice” as it relates to teaching with Centra 

at SOTA?  
• Of the examples I can provide, what are the factors that make this practice 

exceptional?

We began with hands-on sessions with examples of successful teaching methodologies 
using Centra with either a technology focus or a pedagogical focus. There were 
opportunities to discuss and share strategies, time management, moving out of your 
comfort zone, the role of Centra lessons, synchronous versus asynchronous technologies, 
accessing resources, technology breakdowns and access to appropriate support.

As a QA exercise, we used the Costa and Garmston (2002) map of maturing outcomes 
to develop outcomes i) from Centra lessons that teachers had taught, ii) that had been 
achieved from the work they observed and/or iii) that might possibly be achieved when 
they become  more skilled Centra teachers (Figure 6).

Figure 6:  Costa’s Theory of Maturing Outcomes applied to Centra “live” virtual classroom  
       at SOTA

Out of this collaborative development day a “Best Practice in Using Centra” CD-ROM has 
been published for use by teachers of Centra across the educational system under the South 
Australian government.
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4. toWarDs a cuLture oF QuaLity

The SIASOTA Project has now finished and has been very successful in supporting 
“whole school” change. Internet based technology is now very much a transparent tool 
supporting teaching, learning and communicating throughout the Open Access College 
and its school communities. The decision resulting from comprehensive research back in 
2000 to use CENTRA Symposium Software has been vindicated. The software supports 
constructivist learning and enables and supports the students to take a participative role 
in their own learning. We have moved from a teacher directed “studio” environment to 
the flexibility of teaching and learning wherever teachers and students have a computer 
and an Internet connection.

The quality assurance (QA) process brought visibility and accountability into the 
SIASOTA Project.

It enabled us to:
• Identify key processes and activities and
• Monitor and measure processes and variations allowing us to forecast the risks and 

take corrective action if necessary

We understood that a problem at any stage in the project would affect the quality of 
the entire project. We needed to ensure that the project operated in an effective way 
from planning to implementation and was responsive to its key stakeholders (federal 
government, OAC, school, teachers, supervisors, students and local community). Since 
April 2003, Centra virtual classroom software was to be the mandatory mechanism for 
curriculum delivery and needed to be reliable and not subject to malfunction. The method 
of teaching and learning with it needed to be professional and thus enhance the reputation 
of the SOTA as a quality distance education provider. 

As our teachers and school community have become more confident with using the 
technology, we are now moving our focus towards researching how we can adapt our 
methodology to enhance quality learning outcomes for our students using synchronous, 
asynchronous, online and offline learning opportunities.

For me, personally, the three most critical factors responsible for developing and 
sustaining a culture of quality in our “live” virtual classroom project have been in being 
able to provide and model a background of risk taking within the community, committing 
time and resources to the professional development of staff and support for parents and 
supervisors. The investment we made in professional development motivates teachers 
to present more exciting and insightful lessons, and the support provided for parents and 
supervisors motivated them to share their new-found skills with their children.

While the project was educationally sustainable, it could not have been continued 
without obtaining additional funding to support families that found it difficult to cope 
with technological and financial demands.	An important part, too,	was for me to ensure 
structures were in place to provide equitable services to all students and to cultivate 
relationships between parents and teachers, as a lot of issues were raised and solved at 
this level. Finding and providing additional support for parents who were becoming 
exasperated with the technology was difficult and took conscientious intervention.

It has been, and continues to be, an interesting and exciting time. We are still out there!!!
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cHaPter 12

usinG inteGrateD systeMs anD 
Processes to acHieve QuaLity: a 
case stuDy oF tHe university oF 
soutHern QueensLanD

Alan Smith 

aBstract

The University of Southern Queensland (USQ) has sought to achieve a consistently 
high standard of quality of its delivery of academic programmes to students located 
around the world through the development of integrated systems and processes. Through 
centralising planning, development, production and delivery functions via a dedicated 
organisational unit (The Distance and e-Learning Centre) and by focusing on support 
services which provide prompt and informative responses to student queries and 
questions, USQ has been able to extend its operations to other countries and actually 
improve the overall quality of its services to all students. This paper explains how this 
originated, what systems have been developed and integrated, and how the achievement 
and maintenance of quality service provision on this scale requires ongoing commitment, 
policy development, process modification and foresight.

1. BacKGrounD

Established in 1967 as a conventional tertiary education institution, the University of 
Southern Queensland (USQ) became a dual-mode institution in 1977, when it began 
offering distance courses/programmes. Today, the University of Southern Queensland 
teaches and researches as a dual-mode university (that is, with on-campus and off-campus 
student populations) and also with triple-option teaching styles (that is, students can study 
on-campus, by “traditional” distance education or online via the Internet). It offers well 
in excess of 100 full degree awards consisting of over 1,000 subjects/courses across five 
faculties. It provides access to educational opportunities to approximately 25,000 students 
annually, with about 19,000 studying via distance education and the remaining 6,000 
on campus in Toowoomba and Wide Bay campuses. USQ’s student enrolment is truly 
multicultural, with students from more than 100 different countries.
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The quality and standing of the university’s teaching and learning activities have been 
widely recognised both nationally and internationally. In 1999, the Executive Committee 
of the International Council for Open and Distance Learning (ICDE), based in Oslo, 
Norway, awarded USQ its top prize of excellence, the Inaugural Institutional Prize of 
Excellence for a dual-mode institution in recognition of the university’s very significant 
contribution to providing education at a distance to the world and in recognition of its 
leadership and innovation in the field of distance learning. 

In August 2000 the Prime Minister of Australia announced that the University of 
Southern Queensland was a joint winner of the Good Universities Guides “University 
of the Year” for 2000–2001. The Award recognised USQ’s leadership in developing the 
“eUniversity” where students learn and are supported through the innovative and strategic 
use of educational Web-based technologies that encourage eWorld expertise. The 
university also won a Commonwealth of Learning Award of Excellence for Institutional 
Achievement at the third Pan-Commonwealth Forum on Open Learning held in Dunedin, 
New Zealand, in July 2004, specifically for its provision of flexible learning opportunities 
for people with diverse social and cultural backgrounds. 

Clearly, this has not happened by accident. Since the late 1990s, USQ has embarked 
upon a range of initiatives designed to improve the quality of the infrastructure and 
systems used to support its wide-ranging activities in teaching and learning, research 
and its expansion into new international markets. This has involved the careful selection 
and implementation of various enterprise systems together with the use of horizontal 
process teams. The results of this approach are now being realised with demonstrable 
improvements to many university services together with significant cost-efficiencies. 
This paper discusses the reasons for the changes, the processes used to drive the changes 
through the various university committee structures and the quality outcomes from the 
implementation of the enterprise systems. It also provides an account of the lessons 
learned during the implementation and the next steps which have emerged from this 
approach.

2. HarnessinG tecHnoLoGy to MateriaLise 
Futuristic vision: tHe usQ case 

USQ has developed its physical and technical infrastructure progressively over its 38-
year history. Its development as a strong community-based regional higher-education 
institution with a strong focus on student-centred education has positioned it to become 
a leading innovator in the use of educational technologies. This, in turn, enabled it to 
expand its influence as a national and global provider. USQ is a regional university 
with strong community links, a flexible education provider offering higher education 
opportunities for Australians nationally, and an international provider of quality higher 
education experiences to international students, both on-campus in Australia and offshore. 
USQ’s mission will continue to be a higher-education leader in transnational education 
which is regionally based and globally focused (USQ Directions, 2004).

 USQ also continues to develop its “University Cities” concept, built on community 
partnerships, service and engagement, while implementing strategies for 
internationalisation that bring benefits and opportunities to its local campuses. USQ 
aims to prosper in a highly dynamic and challenging operating environment. Growth 
is planned for all USQ campuses, and nationally and internationally through flexible 
learning, to help achieve further recognition for USQ as a potent regional presence and 
to secure USQ’s position as a successful local, national and international business (USQ 
Directions, 2004).



167

What led USQ senior management to decide on these directions? As well as considering 
the local Australian context and its immediate competitors, USQ also examined its future 
in the broader context of what it observed occurring internationally. 

The development of online education has had a significant effect on the growth 
of international education, especially as the cost of access to information and 
communication technologies continues to fall. It is in this context of the rapid increase 
in institutions offering courses via the Internet and the associated fact that user-pays-
for-quality-service that higher education has become increasingly market driven. Such 
influences combine to create the global lifelong-learning economy and act as catalysts for 
further changes. 

Traditional approaches to educational delivery founded on classroom-based teaching 
cannot meet the escalating demand for higher education in the knowledge society—a fact 
that has apparently failed to register in the minds of many higher-education institution 
leaders. Conventional classroom-based approaches to higher education are increasingly 
becoming economically unsustainable. The major challenge confronting university 
leaders is how to boost academic productivity – how to change the fundamental structure 
of teaching and learning through the integration of ICTs. There is an immediate need for 
major investments in ICTs and an associated proactive commitment to organisational 
development and institutional transformation in higher education. 

The use of university-wide systems and processes as mechanisms to help attain USQ’s 
specific directions has been critical to the university’s continued financial viability and 
growth. Specifically, quality systems have been pivotal to the concept of an “eUniversity” 
which offers a range of co-ordinated services and access to resources through integrated 
enterprise systems and has been fundamental to the university’s administrative, teaching 
and learning and student-support functions. The eUniversity Project was conceptualised 
in terms of three fundamental foci: the e-information repositories, a variety of 
eApplications and the eInterface respectively. A graphic overview of USQ’s e-University 
Project is presented in Figure 1.

        Figure 1:  
       USQ’s eUniversity 
        Project 
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At the base of the “eTemple” are the USQ corporate information systems, which 
control the university’s finance, student administration and human resource functions. 
In mid-1999, USQ selected the PeopleSoft enterprise software to replace its then 
existing systems, which required major updating both in scale and functionality. The 
implementation of the PeopleSoft software modules (finance, student administration and 
human resources) was completed early in 2002. 

3. course DeveLoPMent anD DeLivery

The continuing relationship with PeopleSoft will lead ultimately to the implementation 
of subsequent PeopleSoft versions which are fully Web-enabled and therefore consistent 
with USQ’s commitment to the strategic uses of ICTs. Existing integrated applications 
will provide an essential source of e-information in conjunction with the eContent 
management system at the heart of the Generic Online Offline Delivery (GOOD) system, 
an application developed locally at USQ. Figure 2 demonstrates the basic functionality of 
the GOOD system.

 

 

Figure 2:  GOOD System

In essence, the eContent management system incorporated in the GOOD system 
enables cross-media publishing from a single document source. This means that USQ 
is able to make courseware available to students in a variety of delivery modes (print, 
online, CD, DVD, etc.) from a single document source. At the core of the GOOD 
cross-media production system is a content management system, which provides an 
integrated document management, workflow and content editing environment. Further, 
the cross-media publishing process has been automated through the use of standard 
markup languages. The GOOD system is progressively enabling USQ to replace its 
resource-intensive proprietary production system for courseware with a single document 
source system based on the XML (extensible markup language) standard. XML-tagged 
courseware documents are structured within consistent, comprehensive parameters with 
the substantive content and structure treated discretely for form layout and presentation. 
The document layout is generated by applying XSL (extensible stylesheet language) 
to the XML-tagged content. While initially focusing on the cross-media production of 
courseware and the University Handbook, in time, the GOOD system is progressively 
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being rolled out to other areas across the university, including the cross-media publication 
of course information, admissions and enrolment documentation and the like. 

While the GOOD system provides a critical foundation for the efficient development and 
delivery of courseware, it also provides an integral “engine” for the provision of a range 
of eApplications including eEnrolment, eAdministration, eCommerce, ePublishing and, 
not least, eLearning. This is supplemented by a Web-content management system which 
maintains the corporate level information contained on the USQ Web site, ensuring that 
all information pertaining to critical areas of university business remains up-to-date and 
accurate at all times, no matter what entry point or method of navigation is used to locate 
that information.

Course materials are now delivered to USQ students in a variety of ways depending 
on the mode selected, the location of the student or the contractual arrangements with 
selected USQ partners. There is an expectation that all students will have the use of 
a minimum standard of hardware, communications software and Internet access to 
undertake their studies.  

With the increased use of learning-management systems, all USQ courses, regardless of 
delivery mode, have the option of providing both essential and/or supplementary study 
materials as well as the use of communication tools such as asynchronous discussion 
forums and virtual chat sessions as part of course delivery. This, in turn, has spawned 
the development of new “transmodal” forms of delivery in which the elements of the 
study package are provided to all students and a range of different learning activities 
are facilitated in various modes, including online and face-to-face where appropriate. 
This has resulted in the emergence of new and innovative pedagogies across several 
disciplines and a significant change in teaching styles and classroom organisation (see 
Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3:  Transmodal delivery options
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4.  stuDent suPPort services 

While the use of quality systems and processes at USQ has contributed significantly to 
the development of new pedagogies, it is in the area of student support that they have 
made perhaps the most significant difference. The USQ approach to learner relationship 
management has incorporated technologies to automate certain aspects of interaction with 
students, ultimately improving cost-effectiveness, reducing both response times and costs 
to students and potentially increasing access to higher education on a global scale.

The USQAssist initiative deploys tracking and automation tools to manage interaction 
between the university and both its existing and prospective students. As USQ already 
has a need to provide global learning services to students enrolled in more than 100 
countries, the university has to face the challenge of being responsive to client needs 24 
hours per day, 7 days per week. The most efficient, cost–effective way to manage the 
24/7 challenge is to deploy effective automation tools, as opposed to running three-shift 
student service desks or employing online tutors in different continents (although USQ 
already does the latter). The aim of such a system is to provide effective and efficient 
service to existing and prospective students at minimal variable cost. 

In 1999, there were 13 toll-free telephone numbers and numerous help-desk facilities 
offered by various sections of the university. Each of these provided a valuable service 
and collected some useful information, but there was no systematic recording and 
processing of enquiries that would enable USQ to be more responsive to satisfying 
student needs. The deployment of eCustomer relationship management (e-CRM) 
software has enabled the use of a single toll-free number integrated with an e-mail–based 
enquiry tracking system that will exploit the fundamental strengths of the Internet in 
enhancing communication and managing information. Using structured, intelligent 
databases, the knowledge generated by solving student problems/enquiries is being stored 
progressively and made available so that, wherever possible, students with equivalent or 
similar problems can have their enquiries dealt with immediately through the self-help, 
automated response capacity of the USQAssist system, thereby facilitating effective first-
point-of-contact resolution  (Taylor 2001a). See Figure 4.

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4:  Schematic representation of USQAssist
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As the dynamic knowledge database has become more comprehensive, enabling 
personalised, immediate responsiveness to an increasing number of student queries, the 
institutional variable costs for the provision of effective student support has reduced 
further. Figure 5 below shows how direct student usage of the USQAssist knowledge 
database has risen significantly since 2002, with e-mail questions requiring direct 
human intervention stabilising despite continued overall growth in student numbers. The 
percentage figures in the summary section demonstrate extremely high levels of student 
satisfaction with the system, with most queries being resolved very quickly.

		ServiCe	SuMMAry	rePort

YEAR SEARCHES ANSWERS 
VIEWED SESSIONS HITS WEB 

QUESTIONS
E-MAIL 

QUESTIONS

2004 88,498 238,557 299,900 705,120 10,231 82,376

↑ +42% +44% +30% +28% +26% +2%

2003 51,304 133,973 209,926 509,486 7537 80,558

↑ +66% +64% +77% +66% +71% -14%

2002 17,234 47,576 48,983 172,174 2162 94,141

rightnow	rePortS	SuMMAry

2002 2003 2004

Site Effectiveness – Self-service rate 95.9% 96.6% 96.8%

Staff Effectiveness – First-contact resolution rate 81.2% 84.8% 87.1%

Staff Performance – Average turnaround time 1d 06:58 1d 01:26 1d 06:32

Incident Trend Report – Number of incidents created 103,514 96,455 100,257

Figure 5: USQAssist – RightNow Statistics 2002–2004

The effective use of such technology not only improves the responsiveness of the 
institution, but also frees up student-support personnel to provide personal assistance via  
e-mail dialogue or telephone as necessary. Further, every interaction is tracked from 
initiation to resolution, including flexible routing of enquiries based on explicit rules-
based escalation protocols to ensure timely and successful responsiveness, and subsequent 
statistical reporting of system performance. Tracking interactions with prospective students 
enables the collation of the effectiveness of institutional marketing strategies, an increasingly 
important strategic issue for universities in the emerging global learning economy, which 
demands a highly effective public eInterface with the university (Taylor 2001b).

An additional learner relationship management feature of the USQ’s systems is the 
development of a customizable eInterface, a campus portal through which students, 
staff and other stakeholders can engage with the University in a highly interactive and 
compelling manner.  The USQ eInterface has developed through the application of a 
Web services approach, the implementation of which has entailed the creation of a new 
Internet systems design, development and integration team. The eInterface allows all 
students and staff appropriate levels of access to the full range of USQ enterprise systems 
and their associated services and benefits (see Figure 6).
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Figure 6:  USQ eInterface

Learner-relationship management is further supported by the implementation of USQ’s 
wireless networking initiative. This part of the plan emerged from concerns expressed 
by on-campus students that they were becoming increasingly disadvantaged by lack of 
sufficient access to online resources and services, since the campus-based computing 
laboratories were devoted primarily to the teaching of specialised software applications, 
often requiring access to “high-powered” hardware and software. USQ has now installed 
wireless hubs to ensure access to the Internet from about 90 percent of on-campus locations.

The implementation of USQ’s wireless networking initiative and the use of integrated systems 
has raised important questions about the security of local networks and their susceptibility 
to attack from hackers and other intruders. An increasing amount of resources has been 
necessarily devoted to analysing the vulnerability of USQ IT systems to unauthorised entry, 
ensuring that appropriate backup systems are in place and working towards single sign-on 
access. This will continue to be planned and implemented under the auspices of the new ICT 
Strategic Planning Committee chaired by the Vice-Chancellor.

As these processes and systems have been developed, international quality frameworks, 
such as ISO 9001:2000 and ITIL (the IT Infrastructure Library), have either continued to 
be maintained or have been implemented progressively across many parts of the university. 
This has assisted USQ significantly to meet the strict accreditation requirements of many 
professional subject associations as well as international bodies such as the Distance 
Education Training Council in the USA. It was also a major theme behind the university’s 
submission to the Australian Universities Quality Agency in 2003.

5. Lessons BeinG Learnt anD Future 
Directions

While much has already been achieved, there is so much still to be done to maintain 
and sustain the current infrastructure and the core systems which underpin the quality 
framework which has been developed. Research into technology-enhanced learning 
generally, the creation of sustainable repositories and new authoring environments, the 
impacts of “transmodal delivery” options and the piloting of new mobile devices are all 
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well-advanced initiatives which contribute to further refinements to the USQ approach. 
Other longer-term planning is needed to meet the needs of a university that is developing 
new campuses and international networks offshore. Constant review and upgrading 
of technical infrastructure across all campuses and the creation of new organisational 
structures involving horizontal process teams continue to take place as further expansion 
of the university’s activities emerges. While the technology changes continuously, the 
methodology for implementing and monitoring ICT use is now well established.  

In many universities, the use of systems and the development of Web-based initiatives 
is not systemic, and often results in “random acts of innovation” initiated by individual 
academics, which are not sustainable over time. In contrast, the implementation of 
the eUniversity quality systems at USQ has been planned strategically, integrated 
systematically and is institutionally comprehensive. 

USQ’s institution-wide approach reflects what can be done if there is sufficient will 
and commitment to building and maintaining quality systems to support teaching, 
learning and research. The USQ model provides students with a valuable, personalised 
pedagogical experience at noticeably lower cost than traditional approaches to distance 
education and conventional face-to-face education. 

While previous generations of distance education are essentially a function of resource 
allocation parameters based on the traditional cottage industry model, USQ’s unique 
approach, based on automated response systems and “transmodal” delivery options, has 
the potential not only to improve economies of scale but also to improve the pedagogical 
quality and responsiveness of service to students. If this can be achieved on a sufficiently 
large scale, then tuition costs can be lowered significantly, thereby engendering much 
greater access to higher-education opportunities to many students throughout the world, 
who presently cannot afford to pay current prices. 

Whatever the future for USQ, it appears inevitable that well-defined and documented 
quality systems and processes will inherently be part of the continuously changing culture 
in which it operates. With many staff now feeling they collectively “own” the quality 
systems in their respective areas, the focus is more on “harnessing” the change rather 
than “resisting” it. There is no longer a fear of the technology; rather, more of desire to 
make it work in the best interests of staff and students, for the betterment of the different 
learning environments and the various types of learning experiences. Importantly, this has 
been achieved within a consistently applied and progressively developed quality system 
framework across the major information technology, learning resources and information-
service entities across the institution. 

6. toWarDs a cuLture oF QuaLity

Developing a culture of quality in any educational institution takes time and leadership. 
USQ has been fortunate to have appointed key staff in senior leadership positions who 
have understood the fundamental importance of developing and maintaining successful 
distance and eLearning practices that are not dependent on the individual efforts of a few 
and that are uniformly applied across all academic programmes across the university. 
Stability of approach and the personal drive of key figures in the institution to develop a 
culture of quality have been fundamental to the success of USQ. They have allowed new 
initiatives to become embedded into practice and sought regular feedback from a range 
of stakeholders. They have also ensured that the staff members new to the institution are 
inducted into the “quality culture” early so they can see not only how they fit in but why 
it is important to be consistent in approach.



174

The centralisation of key services and the integration of core systems have also been 
critical to the development of a culture of quality. Smaller institutions simply do not 
have the financial resources to afford every faculty, department or individual the luxury 
of making their own rules in relation to academic programme delivery and support. 
USQ has made many important decisions about technical infrastructure, integration and 
programme delivery from an overall corporate viewpoint rather than based on more 
individual philosophical perspectives normally associated with academic institutions. 
In doing so, it has seen that academic quality is related directly to the consistency of the 
learning environment provided by the university across all disciplines and regardless of 
mode of delivery.

The development of a culture of quality at USQ has also resulted over time in the 
institution achieving a position of uniqueness from its competitors, where differentiation 
based on strong support services and the integrated and effective uses of selected 
technologies has emerged. Yet it is not something that, once achieved, remains static. As 
technologies change and communication tools become more sophisticated, new additions 
and modifications to existing processes and systems are required. Testing of new 
applications, changes to organisational structures and upgrading the qualifications and 
expertise of both academic and general staff become essential mechanisms to maintain 
quality service provision and retain high standards.

Finally, a culture of quality must be owned and encouraged by the various individuals 
and groups within the institution if it is to succeed over time. Despite many significant 
changes to the operating environment at USQ in recent years, quality remains a high 
priority within the new directions the university is pursuing and has been an important 
element in the way the university describes and markets its teaching and learning 
activities. While this recognition of quality educational provision remains paramount in 
the university vision, mission and future directions, it will no doubt continue to enhance 
its reputation as an excellent provider of educational services to individuals and groups, 
regardless of their country of residence or the need to meet schedules that are time and 
place dependent.
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ePiLoGue

toWarDs a cuLture oF QuaLity in 
oPen Distance LearninG: Present 
PossiBiLities

Badri N. Koul

1. introDuction

We closed the Prologue with an invitation to you to a fare of interesting experiences 
pertaining to quality assurance in ODL. While seeking answers to your questions in 
the cases presented in this volume, you will have drawn your conclusions and gained 
some insights. As promised then, here in the Epilogue we present some of the trends and 
inferences, and it should be enlightening as well as instructive to compare/contrast your 
conclusions with ours. In case they are convergent, we will have reason to believe that 
both the conceptualisation and the practices of quality assurance in ODL are reaching 
maturity. If, contrarily, they are divergent and/or conflicting, we will have identified 
issues to be resolved through further research and exploration. In either case, the ODL 
enterprise stands to gain.  

2. QuaLity assurance in oDL

Some 35 years ago, when the British Open University started its operations, there was 
no discussion on quality assurance in either education in general or ODL in particular. 
The term that reflected the then-contemporary concerns was standards, which invariably 
referred to a) the depth and extent of the content of a course of study, b) the transactional 
treatment it received at a given level in a given period of time and c) a standard norm 
for evaluating learner achievement. Always under pressure to establish credibility, 
ODL systems aligned themselves with the then-existing notion of standards. It might be 
worth reflecting on what those standards in face-to-face education were. Were there any 
benchmarks for classroom teaching? Where is quality assurance in ODL today vis-à-vis 
where it was about 35 years ago? Let us briefly trace the developments in the process 
of quality assurance in ODL corresponding to its phenomenal growth as outlined in the 
Prologue.
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2.1 Classical approach to quality assurance in ODL 

Until recently, the terms quality and standards in education were not defined explicitly. 
It was possible to recognise quality without having to define it. However, traditionally, 
a few criteria have been used to designate institutions and/or their operations as either 
standard or sub-standard. First, the traditional benchmarks for a quality institution of 
higher education were adequate infrastructure and well-qualified and experienced faculty. 
Second, an institution was required to prescribe and ensure commonly recognised 
entrance standards and duration of studies for its various courses and programmes. Third, 
an institution needed to prescribe curricular content and an evaluation scheme for each 
course/programme. Last, it required a prescribed scheme for the educational transaction 
(such as x number of lectures, y number of tutorials, z number of practicals, etc.) to 
complete a course/programme successfully. All this ensured that the institution was 
imparting education of a good standard. This has been and generally continues to be the 
convention in face-to-face education.

Against these criteria, when the question of standards came up in relation to open 
distance education during the late 1960s and the 1970s, a new set of additional criteria 
was identified to reflect quality in them. The first and the most significant of these was, 
and continues to be, the process of course preparation together with the quality of the 
study materials thus prepared. The second concern was the provision made for the 
learning/teaching transaction, which incorporated feedback and interactivity in the guise 
of counselling, tutorials, assignments, etc. The third important concern was the usability 
of ODL for the subject concerned (for example, notwithstanding the innovation of 
experimental kits sent to the learner’s home, ODL was considered unsuitable for teaching 
sciences in many parts of the world). These criteria formed the backbone of quality 
assurance in ODL from its very inception.

The major uneasy difference between the two systems lay in their different and differing 
transactions—the extent of contact between the teacher and the taught as well as the 
levels of socialisation, sharing of experiences and visible involvement in the process of 
learning. Today, however, there is a view that the importance of interaction is overrated; 
and therefore, it is enough to maintain balance between the content and interaction, 
of which the quality rather than the quantity should concern us. The other cause of 
uneasiness is the flexible entrance qualifications provision, which demonstrates that, 
in the case of open systems, exit behaviour has precedence over entry requirements. 
Many face-to-face institutions are highly selective and enrol the best students, an input 
measure often not available to ODL institutions operating on principles of open access. 
This uneasiness continues to accompany ODL operations, in differing measures, in the 
developing world even today. 

2.2 Beyond the classical approach

By the 1980s, ODL theoreticians and practitioners, while giving due credence to 
reasonable quality concerns and criteria as espoused within conventional norms, had 
enriched their experience with ODL and thus mustered enough courage to discard earlier 
inhibitions and become more definitive about the components of quality assurance 
patently specific to ODL. 

Process-based systemic concerns: The processes that came to be assessed and evaluated 
are those of curriculum design; course preparation including instructional design, 
developmental testing and peer review; assignment handling and turnaround time for 
feedback; course delivery including student support services; student evaluation and 
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programme evaluation; and overall monitoring of the entire system, including its cost-
efficiency and effectiveness. The conclusions drawn from such an assessment came to be 
used for improving the existing processes progressively. The link between the assessment 
and the corresponding improvement became cyclic, consequent upon which the system 
improved with every passing year.

Values-based philosophical concerns: On the social plank, one of the major arguments 
for ODL has been its ability to increase access to education together with facilitating 
equity in an area which has all along been a preserve for the elite. Questions such as “Is 
the ODL programme under consideration reasonably sensitive to these social concerns?” 
became critical in rating the strengths of a programme. Yet another question came up 
with the changing social, political and economic environment all over the world, as the 
changing needs and expectations of learners highlighted the arrival of the new learner 
questioning the relevance of many a traditional course. Are ODL programmes socially 
relevant; do they meet the needs and expectations of the new learners? As a new system, 
has ODL impacted the educational system in any significant way, and so, too, the social 
and economic systems? ODL operations came to be assessed against these questions and 
their quality rated accordingly.

Transaction-based pedagogic/androgogic concerns: All educational and training 
transactions (inputs-outputs) pertain to diverse combinations of cognitive, psychomotor 
and affective elements. Transactions in ODL operations too came to be assessed in 
terms of these very elements (thereby assigning still higher quality value to curriculum 
construction and instructional design in ODL), but not necessarily using the same norms 
and techniques as are well established in the face-to-face system. For example, in ODL 
systems, question papers may be derived from question banks, on-demand examinations 
may be a norm, some of the experiments may be conducted at home, and no two students 
may have the same value for all the tutorials provided.

As you can see from the above outline of the three major concerns, quality in ODL 
came to be measured on the basis of criteria, which go beyond those of qualified and 
experienced faculty and/or infrastructure. In addition to these developments, growing 
concerns about the funding-accreditation links in higher education prompted many 
developed countries to come up with quality assurance protocols addressing both the 
conventional and the distance learning modes. Many of them appeared in the 1990s, 
thus making it the decade of quality assurance. Consequently, internal and external 
assessments of the products and processes gained currency as a standard quality 
assurance strategy. 

These practices and their outcomes, however, were being overtaken by events almost 
simultaneously, though more visibly during the 1990s, as eLearning entered the field 
with multimedia packages and the allied high-tech possibilities. Towards the end of the 
last century, work began on learning objects and instructional management systems. 
Corresponding to these latest developments, the first five years of the present decade have 
seen developed countries making rapid strides in educational technology and working 
out new directions for their quality assurance mechanisms, but by and large most of the 
institutions in the developing world are yet to harness the new possibilities created by 
repositories of learning objects and instructional management systems.

In the three decades that we have reviewed, there has been a visible tension between 
the notions of educational standards on the one hand and quality assurance on the 
other (Harvey et al. 1992 and Harvey & Green 1993). While it would seem that quality 
assurance emerged as the favoured notion for practical purposes, standards, as objective 
measurable outcomes, are gaining ground again. The industrial and market orientation 
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for the assessment of educational enterprise seemingly helped in reducing the popular 
prejudice against ODL, as both the face-to-face and distance modes of education began to 
be scrutinised and assessed in one and the same way. In many developed countries in the 
West, where an accredited ODL course is as good as an accredited face-to-face course, 
the mode of education has ceased to be a deciding factor in judging its standards as well 
as quality. What matters is what is done under each mode. In particular, the quality of 
the transaction is seen reflected in the products, the processes and now also the outcomes 
(levels of learners’ learning, competence and satisfaction, employability of graduates 
vis-à-vis the perceptions of employers and the long-term socio-educational impact) of 
a system, rather than in the system (or its nomenclature) itself. Most of the developing 
world, however, continues to labour under the burden of tradition!

3.  tHe case stuDies 

Let us look at the twelve cases against this backdrop and attempt to arrive at some 
generalisations that could help policy-makers as well as field practitioners in promoting 
the culture of quality in their respective contexts. Of the twelve cases, four are from 
developed countries and the remaining eight from the developing ones. 

The first four cases (from AVU, BOCODOL, IGNOU and KYU) pertain to new 
operations, as the activities described are the recent experiences of the work teams1 
involved. The second set of four cases (from NTI, OUHK, UWIDEC and YCMOU) 
pertain to well-established institutions striving to re-engineer their institutional settings 
by consolidating their achievements, improving their infrastructure and safeguarding 
their financial base with their respective quality assurance protocols clearly in focus. The 
last four cases (from OUUK, SOTA, UoG and USQ) pertain to institutions in developed 
countries engaged partly in consolidating their gains in their respective quality assurance 
practices and partly in improving the existing infrastructure and overall operational 
systems by harnessing contemporary ICTs for both extending and improving the quality 
of their reach and course offerings.  

Regarding the levels of education, the volume covers the school level (BOCODOL and 
SOTA), the vocational level (YCMOU), teacher education (KYU and NTI), non-formal 
education (IGNOU) and higher education including research and professional education 
(AVU, OUHK, OUUK, UoG, USQ and UWIDEC). 

3.1 ODL ground realities: Some general observations

Though not highlighted specifically, the case studies lead us to consider the following 
issues (adapted from Koul  2005) which influence quality assurance efforts in ODL across 
the Commonwealth. 

1. Pressure for enhanced services from different constituents of the state and the 
society is increasing and the institution of education is hard pressed, for want of 
funds and other resources, to make adjustments to meet these pressures. 

2. Demand for expanding access to higher education programmes and for 
programmes that are relevant to the employment market and labour force is 
increasing exponentially.

1  BOCODOL, KYU and AVU are newly established institutions. Though IGNOU was 
established in 1985, the IGNOU case presented here pertains to a non-formal programme, normally not 
an IGNOU concern, a first-time experience for the work team concerned. 
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3. ICT infrastructure is uneven, and the related human resources and expertise differ 
from country to country and among different institutions and social groups within 
the same country. Therefore, the greater the dependence on ICTs, the greater 
the inequity in access. Consequently, an inequitable educational dispensation is 
emerging across the board. 

4. Existence of and access to ICTs does not ensure their effective utilisation. In 
addition to adequate infrastructure, we also need enabling legislation and policy 
frameworks, trained personnel and an accommodating mindset.

5. Access to technology remains costly and limited in developing countries, as in 
most cases the ICT providers are well-entrenched monopolies. 

6. A lack of the required national and regional capacity for promoting and 
implementing ODL operations leads to increasing dependency on developed 
countries and diploma mills. 

7. Growth in the number and diversity of provider institutions causes variations in 
costs and the quality of programmes being offered. This points to the need for 
accreditation bodies to put in place mechanisms for protecting the interests of 
learners, which in turn points to the changing role of the national governments and 
the regional bodies concerned.

8. In many developing countries, the quality and effectiveness of ODL remains 
suspect among the academics as well as the employers/society.

9. It is not unusual for academics in dual-mode institutions to resist the development 
and integration of ODL programmes with on-campus courses/programmes, as 
making inputs in this area is seen as an “add-on” to their routine responsibilities. 
Lack of training in and aversion to the use of technology is the other reason for this 
resistance. 

10. In many dual-mode institutions, the existing financial management, faculty 
and support staff are geared to working in and for the traditional on-campus 
course delivery. Switching over to the new system requires institution-wide and 
fundamental changes. Reverse cases, now in evidence, require similar flexibility 
for accommodating the face-to-face operations effectively. 

11. Overall the characteristic features of didactic transactions are changing 
significantly. This necessitates a reorientation of learners, academics, educational 
administrators and the providers of student support services. 

3.2 Factors that contribute to quality assurance practices:  
Main inferences 

Driven by ICTs, ODL has been and is changing its profile rapidly, but the change is 
not uniform. ODL is not one and the same operation everywhere, nor even at any two 
institutions in the same country. Quality assurance concerns, protocols and practices, 
therefore, appear to be context specific. The data available in the cases in this volume 
make it possible for us to move beyond these concerns. It appears reasonable to look 
at quality assurance, especially in the context of quality as a culture, along three 
dimensions—the core dimension, the systemic dimension and the resource dimension. 

The core dimension pertains to those factors that were identified in the second generation 
ODL operations. Their quality constitutes the foundation of quality assurance, whatever 
the context or generation of ODL that we may consider. This dimension pertains to 
learner-centricity (pointing to the importance of learning, not teaching, as a quality 
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measure) and capacity-building (training/preparing academics and administrators to 
manage that shift). For both, research is a pre-requisite. 

1. These factors are course materials and instructional design, the teaching-learning 
transaction (including learner evaluation practices) and learner support services, 
and they stand out uniformly in almost all the cases presented here. In particular, 
the cases that fall within the framework of second-generation operations have 
associated their quality assurance practices with these very three factors. (See 
BOCODOL, IGNOU, KYU, NTI, OUUK, UoG and YCMOU cases.)

2. Learner support services need to be based on a thorough understanding of learners’ 
circumstance, their abilities and requirements. This leads us to consider research 
as an allied core factor. Dynamic research activities are required not only for 
ascertaining the ground realities in relation to learners, but also for identifying 
what is required for capacity-building, how a course on offer fares, what may 
improve reflexivity within the institution and many other issues that need to be 
understood and analysed before solutions are worked out. (See AVU, IGNOU, 
OUHK, OUUK, SOTA and YCMOU cases.) 

The systemic dimension pertains to those factors that constitute the system of ODL at the 
institutional as well as the national level. Their importance became obvious progressively 
as we moved beyond the second generation ODL operations. This dimension pertains 
to the initiation and introduction of quality assurance mechanisms, internal as well as 
external, the symbiotic relationship between the two and the management of both the 
mechanisms and the relationship. 

3. The state appears to be a major factor in the process of introducing, promoting 
and sustaining quality assurance regimes in ODL as well as any other type of 
dispensation in both the developed and the developing countries. (See AVU, 
BOCODOL, IGNOU, KYU, NTI, OUHK, OUUK, SOTA, UoG and USQ cases.)

4. The second most significant systemic factor contributing to quality assurance 
processes is institutional leadership, especially in the initial stages, when the 
institution is being set up and also when a particular programme is being conceived 
and developed. (See BOCODOL, IGNOU, NTI, OUUK, SOTA and USQ cases.) 

5. The third systemic factor is institutional commitment, which appears to be 
essentially a function of leadership. It manifests itself in the form of objects, 
practices and attitudes. The objects we refer to are institutional mission statements, 
vision papers or simply institutional aims and objectives as well as quality 
assurance policies and procedures which provide a direction and a path for the 
workforce. Practices such as adherence to state legislation through institutional 
procedures and their meticulous implementation, careful staff selection, staff 
sensitisation and capacity-building programmes, delegation of powers and 
assignment of corresponding responsibility to field operatives making them 
own the products and processes, efficient monitoring systems and appreciation 
for talent, innovation and tangible outputs not only constitute in themselves but 
also promote a culture of quality. The required attitude is seen in zero tolerance 
for inertia, inefficiency and indifference. It takes time to build institutional 
commitment. The leadership needs to be imaginative, patient and persistent to 
forge it. (See AVU, BOCODOL, KYU, NTI, OUHK, OUUK, SOTA, UoG, USQ, 
UWIDEC and YCMOU cases.)

6. The fourth systemic factor is innovative management. ODL institutions are of 
many grains and hues—no single model of management can suit them all. But 
there appear to be a few basics that should define their contours fairly clearly. 
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Flexibility for making rational compromises and decentralising programme 
management, pragmatism for integrating sub-systems (especially in dual-
mode institutions) and employing variable technologies for cost-efficiency and 
operational effectiveness, sagacity for promoting inclusive democratic and 
participatory management and/or isolating sick components for their overhaul, 
foresight for perceiving promising innovations, and integrity for eliminating 
distractions and negative forces are some of the features required of every ODL 
management unit. (See AVU, IGNOU, KYU, NTI, OUHK, OUUK, SOTA and 
USQ cases.) 

7. The fifth systemic factor is the quality of long- as well as short-term planning 
and the execution of plans. Meticulous plans coupled with pragmatic execution 
contribute to the quality of products, processes and outcomes. Both the plans and 
the execution strategies must allow room for variations in relation to risks and the 
needed process modifications. (See AVU, IGNOU, SOTA, USQ, UWIDEC and 
YCMOU cases.)

8. The existence of quality-assurance mechanisms that are integrated into 
institutional processes is the sixth systemic factor that we consider here. One such 
mechanism could be a quality assurance unit responsible for the related protocols 
(see the YCMOU case). Other mechanisms with similar objectives could be in the 
form of institutional central units for ODL that, in part, take care of ODL quality 
assurance requirements (see UoG and USQ cases). (For other approaches, see 
AVU, NTI, OUHK, OUUK and SOTA cases.)

The resource dimension has always been important, but with the advent of the fourth 
and the fifth generation ODL operations, the significance of resources has touched new 
heights. With its generic meaning, resources include technology, technical and academic 
expertise, learning resources and physical infrastructure. This dimension pertains to the 
pivotal factors that make changes and the management of changes possible and durable.

9. Contemporary ICTs have opened immense possibilities, but their availability 
is not uniform. Developed countries consider ICT applications and the related 
infrastructure a crucial factor in the process of ODL quality enhancement and 
show no hesitation in investing therein. (See OUUK, SOTA, UoG and USQ cases.) 
Some other institutions (see BOCODOL, NTI, OUHK, UWIDEC and YCMOU 
cases) are at different levels of development in this regard. What benefits they may 
reap and how is yet to be seen. One unique case is that of AVU, which has brought 
the fourth generation ODL operations to Africa. This case outlines the difficulties 
being faced in grafting high-tech applications into a resource-starved environment. 
The fifth generation ODL is entirely technology dependent and therefore resource 
intensive. It appears to be out of reach (at least for the time being) for developing 
countries, though, as noted above, some of them are pushing for the fourth 
generation systems. 

10. The academic fraternity, the soul of the enterprise, involved in ODL operations, 
needs to move out of the traditional garb and accept multiple responsibilities, 
especially those in dual-mode institutions, undergo training and retraining as 
new technologies come to aid educational dispensation, innovate to meet diverse 
learning needs and be ready to meet students at any time and anywhere through 
any technology. (See AVU, BOCODOL, IGNOU, NTI, OUUK, USQ and 
UWIDEC cases.)
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4. toWarDs a QuaLity cuLture: HoW to reacH 
tHere? 

The debate on and the quest for a quality culture in ODL will continue with the persistent 
rise in the social demand and value of education, developments in technology and 
epoch-making changes in educational thought—today, societies look up to education for 
economic development and quality of life, new technologies are creating digital natives 
with significantly different learning techniques, and the conventional experiential and 
constructivist ways of learning are questioned in view of the new learning paradigm 
of connectivism (Prensky 2005). Having scanned samples of contemporary quality-
assurance practices, we have been able to identify the crucial factors that promise the 
flowering of a quality culture. As there is sufficient agreement on the significance of these 
factors in institutional settings (for rounded-up technical details, see the last section in the 
OUUK and YCMOU cases), it should not be difficult to outline a roadmap that may help 
us in reaching our goal of a quality culture in ODL. 

The state is a major promoter of any cultural shift in educational dispensation. 
Progressive legislation, provision of adequate funding and monitoring have to be 
provided by the state. If the state is half-hearted in its approach to ODL, as is the 
case with some developing countries, the ODL system established will neither lead 
to nor constitute a culture of quality. This emphasis on state participation is clear 
from the OUUK, UoG and USQ cases. Governments need to revisit their policies 
pertaining to educational planning and financing, and put such policies in place as 
not only promote but also necessitate the creation of a quality culture in ODL. In 
addition, the telecommunications sector needs to be liberalised, and relevant enabling 
policies favouring ICT applications in ODL need to be put in place; for example, such 
applications may be subsidised in developing countries. 

At the institutional level, leadership is the most significant engine of change, 
development and quality assurance. Leadership, especially at the initial stages of the 
development of an institution or a programme, has significant implications for a host of 
related micro-factors such as the quality of the overall management and that of the staff, 
their expertise and attitude.

a) Transparency in operational and financial management lays the foundation of 
mutual trust among the components of the institution. The culture of such a trust 
allows honest and constructive criticism to flourish, which in turn creates a sense 
of belonging among all the cadres, as everything said and done is believed to be for 
the betterment of the institution and not seen to hurt or denigrate anybody.

b)  Decentralisation of both the formulation and the execution of policies promotes 
participatory management, which strengthens the sense of ownership among all the 
different levels of personnel for all that goes in the name of the institution. 

c)  Institutional commitment is an aggregate of the commitments of those who make 
up the institution. Incompetent and unimaginative leadership cannot secure 
institutional commitment, even if it secures individuals’ commitments on the 
basis of personal loyalty. Competent leadership does not depend on, nor look for, 
personal loyalty. It identifies staff strictly on the basis of the requirements of the 
institution; values, appreciates and acknowledges contributions, big as well as 
small, of all the members of staff; builds their confidence to make them proactive 
and helps them to reach their optimal levels of performance, leading to a culture of 
commitment so essential for quality assurance.

d)  Proactive and innovative management, necessitated by the present-day socio-
educational dynamics, too, depends on the leadership. Creation of comfort zones 
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for the workforce to perform optimally, seen as a panacea for institutional growth, 
does not appear to suit the dual deluge of demand for socially relevant education 
and the innovations in ICT applications across the globe and the rate at which 
these applications are woven with pedagogy. Invariably, ODL institutions find 
themselves in a continual state of crisis, making it necessary for the leadership not 
only to resolve the immediate crises, but also to be ever ready to face new ones as 
they tumble one upon the other continually. In ODL systems, therefore, policies 
have to feed crisis management, not comfort zones. 

e)  To incorporate the above factors into institutional processes successfully, no 
leadership can depend entirely on introspection, textbook knowledge or borrowed 
research findings. Investments have to be made in institution-specific systemic 
research to inform institutional policies, practices and products. 

f)  Investments have to be made in ICT applications as well. However daunting it 
may appear in the developing countries, the need for harnessing technology not 
only for institutional management, archiving and exchange of information and 
the management of students, pedagogy and student support services, but also for  
extending institutional reach beyond the state and national boundaries cannot be 
overemphasised.

g)  Innovations in policy frameworks, administrative processes, curricular and 
instructional design and technology applications have enhanced versatility and 
utility of ODL systems significantly. However, there are areas of concern which 
do not display any visible impact of innovations; for example, the content and the 
process of learner assessment has not changed in any appreciable measure—by 
and large, we continue testing learners for their memory and levels of information/
knowledge. Though curricular innovations emphasise the social relevance of 
ODL programmes and courses, there is hardly any corresponding development in 
the design of assessment tools to test learners’ creativity, problem-solving skills 
or competence in the application of their learning. The broader the canvas of 
innovations, the brighter the prospects of quality assurance. 

Above all institutional leadership must have a humane approach, for ODL deals with 
human beings as the basic raw material. It should put in place policies and mechanisms 
to take care of issues like human diversity, gender, etc. In this regard, it is worth 
speculating as to what may be the outcome of female leadership in ODL, as the task 
is essentially that of nurturing human beings. Unfortunately, at present there are not 
enough women in leadership roles in ODL to look for dependable inferences. Further, 
institutions need to revisit their missions and reorganise their operations, keeping in view 
the varied applications of technology, human resource requirements and market forces. 
Learners and educators need to be reoriented for the emerging technology-enhanced 
didactic transaction. This may require overhauling the existing systems of lower-level 
education as well. Overall, it appears that ODL management will be better off if it takes a 
corporate stance and the workforce, especially the academics, functions like a corporate 
community. 

At the international, regional and national levels, cross-institutional collaboration 
is emerging as a meaningful driver of quality assurance initiatives and systems. The 
AVU and OUHK cases show how the imported protocols, though resented by the local 
personnel initially, need to be given a local habitation for purposeful continuity. Provision 
needs to be made for national, regional and international accreditation systems in 
order to foster the practice of collaboration. In particular, the international systems will 
facilitate cross-border and trans-modal offerings, whereby not only will cross-cultural 
and multinational curricula find encouragement, but also capacity will be built among 
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the partners equitably. Indeed international collaboration, including that in systemic 
research, promises not only to optimise resources by enlarging the scope and reach of the 
open educational resources movement, but also to facilitate diverse glimpses of quality 
and thus become the stimuli for raising the levels of  products and services at all the 
institutions concerned. However, we need to reflect on the implications of international 
collaboration for the context specificity of ODL operations. 

Though quality-assurance initiatives and operations are seemingly context specific, there 
is a strong indication that the major factors contributing to quality in ODL across the 
Commonwealth are not disparate but enjoy uniform acceptance across the institutions. 
Context seems to work as a limiting agent affecting the choice of the components 
of these factors and the actual modus operandi used. Thus, while the same factor 
may be addressed at different places, the context gives it different location-specific 
manifestations. For example, while USQ addresses learner support by using high-tech 
applications, KYU is addressing the same concern by adopting a culture of care, as the 
required technology is not available to them. In concrete terms, the two operations are 
context specific and quite different from one another, but essentially the quality factor 
being addressed is the same—learner support. In addition to the universality of the 
factors responsible for a quality culture, the other linking factor is the contemporary 
ICTs. As seen in the fifth generation ODL systems, ICTs integrate pedagogy with 
technology and make education a truly global enterprise. If study modules made up of 
good-quality educational assets, originating from a single institution or a consortium of 
institutions, are made available anywhere in the world at any time, there will be no dearth 
of takers. If these very assets are capable of being integrated in different ways and can be 
reused through the processes of disaggregating and repurposing supported by trans-modal 
delivery systems, we will have moved towards addressing the challenge of educational 
deprivation. One of the significant implications of this possibility is that delivery modes 
will not be significant any more; it will be the educational products, processes and 
outcomes that will decide the quality of the enterprise. Unbridled enthusiasm, however, 
can be counter-productive. Every programme will not command a world market nor 
have universal relevance. The need for specific local programmes will continue. Thus, 
it appears reasonable to think of at least two distinct sets of quality protocols—one that 
has universal applicability for global operations and the other that has relevance for local 
operations; neither is more significant than the other. Accordingly, while recognising the 
local context and working for it, we should aim at international standards, which should 
not be ignored in any case whatsoever, whatever the contextual realities. Here then, we 
may define quality in ODL broadly  as comprising those of its attributes that not only 
promise but also provide opportunities  for a better quality of life for its takers, whatever 
their social context, and the communities/societies they work in and contribute to. 

The above roadmap in view, how do we define a culture of quality in ODL? In her survey 
of mega-universities, Insung Jung (2005) concludes that “A quality culture can be defined 
as an institutional culture that promotes the introduction of an internal QA system, values 
the capacity-building for implementing QA arrangements, stresses the link between the 
internal QA system and accountability to the public at the national and international 
levels, and focuses on learning rather than teaching.” 

The four characteristics of institutional culture identified above are clear reflections 
of our conclusions detailed in subsection 3.2 above. Accountability to the public, 
however, lies outside the institutional domain, as it invariably includes agents external 
to the institution concerned. Though they do serve a purpose in the initial stages, their 
prolonged dominance over the internal systems amounts to regimentation, which 
is an antithesis of a naturally flourishing culture. For a quality culture to pervade 
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the educational enterprise globally, regimentation through external processes has to 
make way for a more comprehensive and completely owned internal quality regimen. 
Fortunately, there are indications that we are moving away from external quality 
assurance processes to comprehensive internal quality regimes. (See the last paragraph 
in the USQ case, the culture of care in the KYU case, the routines in the UoG case, the 
criteria for evaluation in the IGNOU case and the compulsions of localising external 
quality protocols in the AVU and OUHK cases.) The presence of internal mechanisms 
such as quality assurance units or departments, however, is not necessarily indicative of 
the existence of a quality culture. So long as they serve as watchdogs, quality control 
or quality assurance units do not constitute a culture of quality. In the long term, quality 
culture cannot be a function of external processes, nor even that of internal cells, unless 
those involved in the enterprise work purposely to achieve it. 

Culture is a way of life shared willingly by all the members of a social group in a way 
that, while drawing from it purposefully, they nurture it with commitment and diligence. 
It cannot exist, much less grow, if the members of the group pull in different directions 
or work under various compulsions. And so it is with the culture of quality—it has to 
be shared and owned by all the concerned, with all their efforts focused on planned 
outcomes. In the ultimate analysis, it is the proactive, conscientious and well-trained 
workforce of different cadres working together willingly and purposefully for a common 
goal that establishes a culture of quality. In the case of ODL, external or internal quality 
assurance agents/bodies, collaboration, institutional leadership, state interventions and 
ample resources are only the possible props that promise such a culture, while it is the 
workforce that actually establishes it. As excellence, the hallmark of quality, is born of 
its longing for itself, the institutional quest for excellence is the foundation that a quality 
culture can be built on.
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