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It is a pleasure to be here at Shanghai Open University and I’m very grateful to the organisers for the 
invitation. This is my first visit to this sparkling city and I certainly hope it won’t be the last. 

Shanghai Open University is one of the leading open universities in the world and has received several 
international accolades. Let me just refer to one of these as it has a personal connection. The International 
Council for Open and Distance Education Institutional Prize of Excellence was awarded to the university 
at the same year that I too received an Individual Award of Excellence at their conference in Maastricht! 

My presentation, prepared jointly with my Vice President, Dr. Bala will address the theme of this 
conference ‘Leadership and Innovation for the future of ODL’. I’ll begin with a brief review of the last 
five decades of ODL and the phenomenal growth that we’ve witnessed in Asia. I will then look at the 
future of ODL in light of current realities and reflect on the kind of leadership that open universities 
require. What is the link between leadership and innovation? In conclusion I will draw upon my own 
experiences to suggest the possible way forward. 

Let us look at the ways in which ODL has grown and developed over the last five decades. 

As governments and policy makers sought to expand access to education, reduce costs and improve 
standards, they realized that traditional brick and mortar solutions would not be enough. They began to 
invest in open universities  

There has been a huge growth of open universities in the Commonwealth. In 1988, when my organisation 
the Commonwealth of Learning (COL) began its operations, there were only 10 open universities in the 
Commonwealth—3 in Canada and one in Africa, that is UNISA. 

Nearly three decades later, the number of open universities in the Commonwealth has tripled. You can see 
that only one remained in Canada, the other two having merged with campus universities to become dual-
mode. On the other hand, the growth has been phenomenal in developing countries as governments 
struggle to increase access to higher education. Nigeria, Tanzania, Zambia and Mauritius all established 
open universities during this time. The next wave of open universities will be in Africa. 

Asia has the largest number of open universities in the world. Here are the 41 universities in Asia that are 
known specifically as ‘open’ universities. If we are to count the number of institutions offering ODL in 
various forms such as virtual universities, RTVUs, dual mode universities, we will well exceed a 
thousand institutions.  
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The ten mega universities in Asia, have thrown open the ivory towers of higher education to hundreds of 
thousands of students who would otherwise not have had the opportunity. 

Over ten million students have benefited from the mega universities alone. Opening up access through the 
use of technology was an innovation that open universities took to the next level. 

With the rise of mega universities, the question of economies of scale began to emerge. In this study of 
mega-universities, we find that while it cost CCRTVU, now Open University of China, 40% of what a 
student would normally pay in another university in China, an IGNOU student would pay only 35%. The 
percentage drops further to 22 when it comes to Allama Iqbal Open University in Pakistan.  

What of quality? The Open University UK has developed a reputation for the quality of its provision and 
is often ranked first in terms of student satisfaction. It is also commended for its academic standards, 
commitment to student success and for catering to the needs of learners with disabilities. 

In addition to dedicated single mode open universities, we also witnessed the rise of dual mode 
institutions. A UNESCO report on South Africa shows that enrolments in UNISA and Technikon SA, 
single mode universities, dropped by 21 % as people had other options for distance education. Deakin, a 
dual mode institution has one fourth of its students in the distance learning stream. 200,000 students are 
enrolled in the Campus of Open Learning, University of Delhi. And one in seven of all higher education 
students in the US, is taking some distance learning courses. 

There has been a phenomenal growth of OER in the last ten years. While the US has played a leadership 
role globally, many developing countries are beginning to adopt open licence policies, with China, India 
and Nigeria contributing substantially to free and open content. Several major Asian initiatives have 
emerged. Notable among these are OER Asia, the China Open Resources for Education Initiative, and 
Vietnam’s Open Courseware, among others. 

Globally over 19 countries have developed OER policies.  

The rise of OER signals three shifts for ODL institutions. Traditionally open universities had an industrial 
model—the open universities of the future will be a more connected system. There were course 
development teams within open universities responsible for creating content. Now the teams will be 
dispersed around the globe and will adopt/adapt existing OER. The rise of OER will encourage the 
student to be a producer rather than the consumer of content. 

MOOCs are an important solution to three key challenges in the current education system: one that it is 
rigid, two, it highly expensive and three, completion times are long. Top research universities have taken 
the lead in offering MOOCs to a world deprived of quality education at a low cost. We are witnessing a 
steady growth of MOOCs in Asia. Peking University, offers Chinese MOOCs for students and members 
of the public. JMOOC, of which the Open University of Japan is an active member, targets home makers 
and senior citizens, and Malaysian MOOCs and Swayam, the Indian MOOCs are supported by the 
Ministries of Education, and meant for students and members of the public.  

Here again we can see three key implications for ODL. Open universities have so far largely operated 
within national or regional jurisdictions. With the MOOC platform, the world becomes a connected 
classroom. Students had limited interactions with tutors in study centres. Today, there is a greater 
emphasis on peer to peer interactions and the use of social media. Open universities will increasingly 
make use of emerging technologies to support their learners.  

As we have seen, distance and online learning have grown and evolved over the last fifty years, keeping 
pace with and taking advantage of the various technologies. While initially ODL institutions were at the 
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forefront of innovations, they have not played a leadership role in either the OER movement or in 
developing MOOCs. They have yet to adopt and appropriate these emerging options. Why did we lose 
our leadership? 

What current developments will impact the future of ODL? We have just looked at the case of OER and 
MOOCs. 

The international community has identified 17 sustainable development goals with Goal 4 focusing on 
education. The objective of this Goal is to ‘ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and lifelong 
learning opportunities for all’ by 2030. The priority for the MDGs in 2000 was to commit the global 
community to providing universal primary education for all. Now the emphasis has shifted to tertiary 
education and lifelong learning, quality and social inclusion.  

One of the targets of Goal 4 is to ensure equal access for all to affordable quality technical vocational and 
tertiary education including university by 2030. What are the possibilities of achieving this? 

There is a continuing demand which far outstrips supply. Last year of the 90,000 students who applied to 
Dhaka University, only 7000 could be accommodated. India plans to increase enrolment in higher 
education by nearly 10 million by 2020 and hopes to do this by expanding the network of the 14 existing 
public open universities. Over 500,000 students graduated from secondary schools in Kenya last year but 
only about 74000 were absorbed by the 31 public universities in the country. Therefore, access will 
continue to remain a priority issue going forward and the role of ODL will be more important than ever 
before. 

The global community recognises this and proposes in the UNESCO Framework for Action that more 
countries should develop policies for providing quality distance tertiary education and use MOOCs and 
other technologies to enhance quality and access.  

But it’s not the same landscape of fifty years ago. There is increasing competition from a diversity of 
providers including the private sector, which is registering a 30% growth annually. In countries like Chile, 
the Democratic Republic of Congo and in Asia, South Korea and Japan, nearly 80% of the students in 
higher education enroll in private institutions, many of whom offer distance and online learning. 

If you look at the Scimago Institutions Rankings 2014, you will find that out of the 4851 ranked 
institutions, only four open universities feature. The Open University UK ranked 780 in terms of research 
output, followed by the Open Universities of the Netherlands, Israel and the Hellenic Open University. 
Asian open universities are conspicuous by their absence. How is ODL perceived by the public? 

Dedicated distance education institutions have encountered challenges in recent times. The student 
numbers have declined in Phoenix University in the US and Athabasca, Canada has suffered severe 
funding cuts. Last year, the OUUK registered a decline in student numbers and revenues. 

There is also a change in technology trends. Many developing countries are leapfrogging straight into 
mobile learning rather than PC-based self-paced courses.  In fact the Ambient Insight report indicates that 
there has been a negative growth of e-learning in many developed countries. Asia and Africa have several 
mobile-only countries. In mobile-only countries, the mobile device is the dominant device used to access 
the Internet and people are introduced to learning content through apps. 

What can we conclude regarding the future of ODL? One distance education is no longer the prerogative 
of ODL institutions. What will distinguish the ODL institutions of the future is their degree of ‘openness’ 
as opposed to the closure of many other providers. Two, the future of ODL institutions is closely tied to 
the future of technology. Success will depend on how technology can be effectively harnessed in the 
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interests of people and pedagogy. Three, ODL will have a wider definition. It will play a more important 
role in opening up access to education and to support the achievement of development goals.  

What kind of leadership would we need to steer ODL into the future?  

Bolman and Deal identify four frames of leadership in their book ‘Reframing Organizations’. Let us look 
at some examples of ODL leaders within these frames. 

Most leaders operate within the structural frame. This involves setting goals, identifying the steps needed 
to reach the goal and delivering results. As the costs of HE increase and the demand grows, there is a 
greater call for accountability. 

For example, Prof Rajesh Chandra, the VC of the University of the South Pacific is accountable to the 12 
countries that are part of this regional university. In consultation with his diverse stakeholders, he has 
developed a strategic plan with key performance indicators and clear timelines. 

The second frame focuses on human resources. Here the leader recognises that people are an important 
resource and explores the implications of each decision and how it will impact staff. The leader thinks it 
is important to get staff input and to build consensus and get the buy-in of staff. 

Prof Ram Reddy the first VC of IGNOU understood the need for recruiting the right people and then 
investing in their training and retraining. Through personal example, he motivated and inspired staff to 
believe that they were all part of a greater mission to provide quality education to the hitherto unreached 
constituencies in India. 

Leaders also operate within the political frame and understand that managing conflict, creating coalitions 
and networks is part of their job. Their concern is to secure the resources required to meet goals. They 
must be aware their power base and how can it be improved.   

In 2005, two open universities in Canada merged with campus-based institutions. The Tele University de 
Quebec merged with the University of Montreal and the BC Open University combined with the 
University College of the Cariboo to become Thompsons Rivers University. 

COL Commissioned a study to understand why this had happened. Some clear lessons emerged. Leaders 
must continue to engage closely with governments, build relationships with other institutions and 
cultivate communities of students and alumni. 

The fourth, the symbolic frame focuses on values and what the institution stands for. Leaders create 
symbols to capture attention, communicate their vision and mission and build their brand. 

Prof Olu Jegede the founding VC of the National Open University of Nigeria developed the slogan ‘Work 
and Learn’ and you could see this painted on the back of most tuktuks and public transport in Lagos. To 
further consolidate this message he persuaded the sitting President of the country HE Olusegun Obasanjo, 
to combine learning with his day job and join the diploma course in theology. 

Do ODL leaders combine all these frames? Will a combination of these frames lead to innovative 
leadership? 

What is the link between innovation and leadership? 

Innovative leadership brings fresh and creative thinking to leadership tasks. Leadership for innovation 
means creating an institutional culture where innovative thinking flourishes. And leaders for the future of 
ODL need to combine both. 
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Let us take the case of one of the most innovative leaders of our times, Steve Jobs. In an article in Forbes 
magazine, Gallo identifies the seven strategies that made him so successful. A passion for what he did, the 
desire to make a difference, to sell dreams not products and to master and communicate the message. If 
you look closely, he combines all the four frames that we referred to: the structural, human resource; 
political and the symbolic. 

In their book The Innovators’ DNA, Dyer, Gregerson and Christensen identify five innovation skills that 
can be learned. Leaders can ensure that they create a culture where these skills can be acquired and 
reinforced. Let me refer just to four: questioning, observing, networking and experimenting. 

Asking simple questions can often lead to profound discoveries. As Tata said ‘question the 
unquestionable’. ODL leaders must encourage a spirit of enquiry and create a culture of research. 

Observing closely is a skill that all innovators share—they try to carefully understand how people, 
technologies and systems work and arrive at insights and lessons that they can be helpful in their own 
situation. ODL leaders must enable their staff to visit other institutions, attend conferences and expose 
them to emerging developments in technology. 

Innovators are great networkers—and here we don’t just refer to social networking but meeting with 
people from different backgrounds and disciplines to explore ideas, which can further trigger new ideas. 
ODL leaders must promote interdisciplinary exchanges so that by connecting different disciplines and 
sectors, innovative ideas emerge.  

And finally innovators are always trying out new experiences and solutions. By thinking out of the box 
themselves, ODL leaders can inspire their staff to experiment with new ideas and approaches. Innovation 
is a skill that can be mastered and we need to practice the skills of questioning, observing, networking and 
experimenting systematically until they become part of our institutional DNA. 

What can we learn from the industry? In this study carried out to determine what factors contribute to 
research and innovation in industry, managers believed that this is driven primarily by the corporate 
culture of an organization. How do we define this enabling corporate culture?  This means staff have 
autonomy and freedom, there is a system of recognition and rewards in place and a culture where failure 
is not a stigma but is accepted as a lesson learned. The junior staff had a slightly different perspective on 
what drives research and innovation. They believed that research and innovation depended largely on the 
right people. So we find that it is the people and the institutional culture that are critical to driving 
innovation. 

Finally, what is the way forward?  

I believe that leaders who will shape the future of ODL will need to invest in the three Ps: philosophy, 
people and processes. 

Let us take philosophy first. The founding chancellor of the Open University of the UK, Lord Crowther 
defined openness in relation to people, places, methods and ideas. This formed the basis of what we mean 
by opening up education and inspired the establishment of open universities around the world.  

This founding philosophy continued to inspire future leaders within the OU. Sir John Daniel’s 
evolutionary approach to the integration of technology resulted in more online courses and more student 
enrolments during his tenure as VC.  As VC, he also enrolled as a student in his own university to 
experience the learning process at first hand. His later successor Martin Bean launched FutureLearn, 
making the OU, the first open university to offer a MOOC. 
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As we move into the uncertain future, ODL leaders must believe in the social mission of their institutions, 
have a clear vision and keep abreast of developments in technologies. 

In short, leaders must be effective advocates for ODL as we still need to convince policy makers and 
stakeholders about the efficiency and effectiveness of this mode. 

ODL leaders must not only motivate and inspire staff but also provide incentives, where appropriate.  

Let us take the example of Prof Tian Belawati, the rector of the Universitas Terbuka, Indonesia. When UT 
initiated online learning in 1997, there was a great deal of resistance. The university leadership identified 
a group of champions to develop an experimental research proposal on online tutorials. Funding was 
provided and support came from the highest levels. This led to the wider acceptance and integration of the 
initiative. 

The second message is that leaders must cultivate champions for change. They cannot do everything 
themselves. 

Leaders must also develop the policies and processes that foster innovation. There must be an 
environment for healthy discussion and debate and a targeted approach to addressing specific issues. 

Let us take the example of the Open University of Japan. As government funding declines and the age of 
students’ increases, with one fourth of the students over 60, the President is reconsidering the nature of 
the course offerings. An aging population in many countries will make it necessary for us to cater to the 
needs of the third age and reorient our plans and processes to deal with emerging realities. 

The third message for leaders is that they must keep evolving to remain relevant to the needs of 
stakeholders. 

With that, let me thank you for your attention. 
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