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Important Information 

Background: 
Although numerous resources exist, which support those involved in open schooling to improve their 
practice, no formal content existed as a coherent body of knowledge to serve as learning content for 
those who would in a more formal and structured way improve their understanding and practice of 
Open Schooling. In 2015 COL initiated a project to develop learning content as OER on the level of a Post 
Graduate Diploma to address this need. This led to the development of a series of seven text based 
modules.  

Use of the learning content: 
Although any individual can use this learning content as they see fit, there are institutions that offer this 
Diploma as an official accredited course and award the Diploma.  
Contact COL for the names of institutions offering the Diploma.   

Text and online versions: 
The objective was to first develop text based content and then use that content to create an online 
version of the learning content.  

These 7 modules are the original content that was developed by the various authors. Dr. Roger Powley, 
the Project Leader, adapted and adjusted parts of the original text version for the online Moodle version 
of the Diploma. The modules were deployed on the VUSSC Moodle platform. In the deployment of the 
seven modules it was necessary to make some changes to the original scripts to ensure the content and 
activities conformed to an online learning environment. 

The deployed Moodle modules and their books, assignments and discussions are designed to allow 
instructors at various institutions to modify them to address their region’s unique requirements. 

The main adjustments to the original text for the Moodle version are indicated below: 

Module 1 – ODL Foundations & Evolution 
1. Unit 1 – Assignments & Activities description not included.
2. Self Reflection question at end of Lesson 1.1 not included in online version.
3. Lesson 1.2 – Additional readings added to lesson.
4. Lesson 1.2 – Knowledge Society activity not included, but did embed YouTube video.
5. Lesson 1.2 – ICT in Education – New YouTube video (ICTs changing education) was embedded in
content.
6. Lesson 1.2 – Assignment 1 was not included in lesson content.  It was referenced in the Unit Summary
and included as a separate assignment.
7. Lesson 1.2 – Digital Divide – Global Digital Divide graphic included in content.
8. Lesson 1.3 – Education for All – UN education for all video embedded but activity not included.
9. Lesson 1.3 – Summary – Self-Reflection not included.
10. Unit 1 Summary – Discussion & Assignments & Activities description not included.
11. Unit 2 – Assignments & Activities description not included.
12. Lesson 2.1 – Readings – Additional readings included.
13. Lesson 2.1 – Mind Map activity not included.
14. Lesson 2.1 – Distance education activities (tables) not included.



 

Graduate Diploma in Open Schooling         iv 
 

15. Lesson 2.2 – Introduction – Review Literature treated as a separate activity.  
16. Lesson 2.2 – Two discussions added (Dodd’s article & Lane Article)  
17. Lesson 2.3 – Assignment 2 instructions moved to an Assignment Activity tab.   
18. Unit 2 Summary – Discussion & Assignments & Activities description not included.  
19. Unit 3 – Assignments & Activities description not included.  
20. Lesson 3.2 – Activity not included.  
21. Unit 3 Summary – Discussion & Assignments & Activities description not included.  
22. Unit 4 – Assignments & Activities description not included.  
23. Unit 4 – Readings – Additional readings provided.  
24. Lesson 4.1 – Behaviourism – Video added.  
25. Lesson 4.1 – Cognitivism – Video added.  
26. Lesson 4.1 – Constructivism – Video added.  
27. Lesson 4.1 – Connectivism – Video added.  
28. Lesson 4.1 – Activity – Summary of Theories not included.  
29. Lesson 4.1 – New Discussion added – See summary.  
30. Lesson 4.2 – Provision of Open Schools activity not included.  
31. Lesson 4.2 – Open School Resources – links provided for all references.  
32. Unit 4 Summary – Discussion & Assignments & Activities description not included.  
33. Unit 5 – Assignments & Activities description not included.  
34. Lesson 5.1 – Open Schools video embedded, but activity not included.  
35. Lesson 5.1 – Self Reflection not included.  
36. Lesson 5.2 – Assignment 3 instructions included in a separate Assignment activity tab.  
37. Lesson 5.3 – Activity not included.  
38. Unit 5 Summary – Discussion & Assignments & Activities description not included.  
 
Module 2 – Open School Systems & Models  
The following changes to the module 2 script were made to accommodate the delivery of the content 
online.  Major Change – Units 2 and 3 combined.  They covered the same topics.  Details provided 
below.  
1. Unit 1 – Assignments & Activities description not included.  
2. Lesson 1.1 – Added video “Celebrating Open School” in Towards Open School Models.  
3. Lesson 1.1 – Assignment 1 – Deployed in an Assignment activity.  Mentioned in Unit 1 Summary.  
4. New discussion added to Unit 1 – Support for Open Schools.  
5. Unit 1 Summary – Supplementary Readings added.  
6. Unit 2 Objectives – Combined old unit 2 and unit 3 objectives.  
7. Unit 2 – Assignments & Activities description not included.  
8. Lesson 2.1 – Systems Approach graphic added to Systems Approach in ODL.  
9. Lesson 2.1 – Added new graphic (Fig 2.3) to replace Generic OS System & Subsystems.  
10. Lesson 2.1 – Did not include Fig. 2.4.    
11. Lesson 2.1 – Did not include Discussion Activity, Reflection Activity and Assignment instructions.  
12. Lesson 2.1 – Created a new discussion on Systems.  
13. Lesson 2.1 – Summary – Included additional assignment instructions and new supplementary 
readings.  
14. Lesson 2.2 – No change.  
15. Lesson 2.3 – Reflection Activities not included.    
16. Lesson 2.3 – Summary – Supplementary Readings added.  
17. Unit 2 - Old Unit 2 and 3 Summaries combined and provided at the end of Unit 2.   
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18. Old Unit 3, Introduction, Objectives and Readings combined with revised Unit 2 Introduction,
Objectives and Readings.
19. Lesson 3.1 renumbered to Lesson 2.4.
20. Lesson 2.4 – Asynchronous Tutoring – Added video “Effectively Facilitating Online Instruction.
21. Lesson 2.4 – Restructured lesson content.  Synchronous Tutoring moved.  Supplementary Readings
added to topic.
22. Lesson 2.4 – Technology Mediated Tutorials.  Added video, Online Teaching Tips.
23. Lesson 2.4 – Formative Evaluation moved to end of lesson.
24. Lesson 2.4 – Activities removed.
25. Lesson 3.2 renumbered to Lesson 2.5
26. Lesson 2.5 – Added diagram to ICT Infrastructure.
27. Lesson 2.5 – Added graphics throughout.
28. Lesson 2.5 – Activity and Reflection Activity not included.
29. Lesson 2.5 – Discussion Activity created as a Forum Activity.  Reference made in summary.
30. Lesson 3.3 renumbered to Lesson 2.6.
31. Lesson 2.6 – Activity re:  Fig. 3.1 not included.
32. Unit 2 Summary – Revised to incorporate old Unit 2 and 3 Summary information.
33. Unit 2 – Two assignments included.
34. Old Unit 4 renamed Unit 3 – Quality in Open Schools.
35. Lesson 4.1 renamed Lesson 3.1.
36. Lesson 3.1 Discussion Activity and Assignment redeployed as separate activities in the Unit.
37. Lesson 4.2 – Renumbered Lesson 3.2.
38. Lesson 3.2 – Peer review additional information link provided.
39. Lesson 3.2 – Formal Audit additional information link provided.
40. Lesson 3.2 – Reflection activity not included.

Module 3 – OER Design, Development & Publication  
The following changes to the module 3 script were made to accommodate the delivery of the content 
online.  
1. Lesson 1.1 – Open Educational Materials – Added video – Why Open Education Matters.
2. Lesson 1.2 – Reflection Questions not included.
3. Lesson 1.3 – Learning Activities not included.
4. Unit 2 – Assignments & Activities not included.
5. Lesson 2.1 - LORI learning activity not included.
6. Lesson 2.1 – Summary – New Activity and discussion included.
7. Unit 3 – Assignments & Activities not included.
8. Lesson 3.1 – Analysis Phase – Additional information and Web Site link added.
9. Lesson 3.1 – Design Phase – Additional information and Web Site link added.
10. Lesson 3.1 – Development Phase – Additional information and Web Site link added.
11. Lesson 3.1 – Implementation Phase – Additional information and Web Site link added.
12. Lesson 3.1 – Evaluation Phase – Additional information and Web Site link added.
13. Lesson 3.2 – Learning Activities – Link to Gap Analysis Guide added.
14. Lesson 3.2 – Assignment One – Needs Analysis not included.
15. Lesson 3.2 – Reflection Questions not included.
16. Lesson 3.3 – Psychomotor additional link provided.
17. Lesson 3.3 – Formative Assessment – Link to eBook added.
18. Lesson 3.3 – Rubrics – Link to web site added.
9. Unit 4 – Introduction – Figure 4.1 not included.
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20. Lesson 4.1 – Readability – Reducing the Cognitive Load of Text section not included.  Too technical. 
21. Lesson 4.2 – Wikiuniversity diagram not included.  
22. Lesson 4.2 – Recommended You Tube videos not included.  
23. Lesson 4.3 – Nine Events of Instruction – Link to additional reading added.  
24. Lesson 4.3 – Graphic job aid added to example pages.  
25. Unit 5 – Assignments & Activities not included.  
26. Unit 5 – Readings – Four new readings included.  
27. Unit 5 – New Discussion added.  
 
Module 4 – OS Course Delivery & Student Management  
The following changes to the module 4 script were made to accommodate the delivery of the content 
online.  
1. Lesson 1.1 – Discussion changed to Self Reflection.  
2. Lesson 2.1 – Strategies for Retention.  Additional readings/links added.  
3. Lesson 2.2 – Online Levels of Interaction – Additional readings/links added.  
4. Unit 3 Introduction – Video not included.  
5. Lesson 3.1 – Introduction – Video inserted – Strategies for Retaining Online Students.  (Moved from 
Online Presence.)  
6. Lesson 3.1 – Self Reflection Question added.  
7. Lesson 3.1 – Online Instructor Roles – Additional readings/links added.  
8. Lesson 4.1 – Assignment 4.1 not included.  
9. Lesson 4.2 – Introduction – Video not included.  
10. Lesson 5.1 – Self Reflection question not included.  
11. Lesson 5.2 – Formative Evaluation – Additional readings/links included.  
12. Lesson 5.2 – Summative Evaluation – Additional readings/links included.  
13. Lesson 5.2 – Assignment 5.2 not included.  
14. Unit 6 – Lessons 6.1 and 6.2 combined.    
15. Lesson 6.1 – Using an LMS – Additional readings/links included.  
16. Lesson 6.1 – Using an LMS – Assignment 6.1 not included.  
17. Old Lesson 6.2 – Introduction and Objectives deleted.  
18. Lesson 6.1 – Creating a Course in Moodle – Three videos added.  
19. Old Lesson 6.2 – Content integrated into Lesson 6.1.  
20. Lesson 6.1 – New assignment created – Moodle Practice.   
  
Module 5 – Student & Faculty Support in OS  
The following changes to the module 5 script were made to accommodate the delivery of the content 
online.  
1. Module Introduction modified.  
2. Module Readings – Links identified for most of the readings.  
3. Unit 1 Readings – Links identified for most readings.  
4. Lesson 1.1 - Model Design – Learning Theories – Additional readings/links included in all theory 
descriptions.  
5. Lesson 1.1 – Discussion – Best Practices not included.  
6. Unit 1 Summary – Discussion description not included.  Inserted guidance on Assignments.  
7. Lesson 2.1 – Design Survey Questionnaires – Video added.  
8. Lesson 2.1 – Conducting Interviews – Video added.  
9. Lesson 2.1 – Conducting Focus Groups – Video added.  
10. Lesson 2.2 – Online Community Discussion not included.  
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11. Unit 2 Summary – Discussions not included.  
12. Lesson 3.1 – Online Community Discussion – Epstein’s Six Types not included.  
13. Unit 3 Summary – Discussions not included.  
14. Unit 4 Readings – Links provided.  Capacity Org reference not included.  
 
Module 6 – Open School Management  
The following changes to the module 6 script were made to accommodate the delivery of the content 
online.  
1. Module Readings – URL links added to those readings available online.  
2. Unit 1 Readings – URL links added.  
3. Lesson 1.1 – Online Community discussion modified.  
4. Lesson 1.2 – Trait Theory – Additional readings added.  
5. Lesson 1.2 – Behavioural Theory – Additional readings added.  
6. Lesson 1.2 – Contingency Theory – Additional readings added.  
7. Lesson 1.2 – Power & Influence Theory – Additional readings added.  
8. Lesson 1.2 – Online Community discussion modified.  
9. Lesson 1.3 – Directing – Additional readings/link included.  
10. Lesson 1.3 – Coaching – Additional readings/link included.  
11. Lesson 1.3 – Supporting – Additional readings/link included.  
12. Lesson 1.3 – Delegating – Additional readings/link included.  
13. Unit 1 Summary – Discussions not included.  Added Assignment instructions.  
14. Lesson 2.1 – Online Discussion modified.  
15. Unit 2 Summary.  Discussions section not included.  
16. Unit 3 Summary.  Discussions section not included.  
17. Lesson 4.1 – Strategic Plan vs. Business Plan – video added.  
18. Lesson 4.1 – TOC & Executive Summary – Additional readings/link added.  
19. Lesson 4.1 – Marketing Plan - Additional readings/link added.  
20. Lesson 4.1 –Financial Plan – Additional readings/link added.  
21. Lesson 4.2 – Balance Sheets – Additional readings/link added.  
22. Lesson 4.2 – Creating a Business Plan – Additional readings/links provided.  
23. Unit 4 Summary – Discussions not included.    
24. Unit 5 Summary – Discussions not included. 
    
The Module 7 – Open School Final Project  
This module was not created as an instructional unit.  Its goal was to provide some guidance on how to 
organize a research project and to provide a place where the learners could communicate with their 
project supervisor as the project progressed.  Second it was designed as a place where they could 
upload the two deliverables (research proposal and final report) and receive feedback from their 
supervisor.    
Therefore, this module modified the Open School template to reflect the goals of the module.  Changes 
to the module titles reflect the topics of interest to project participants and to the assignment and 
forum sites that supported these aims.  Instructions provide guidance to learners as they complete their 
final project.   
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MODULE OVERVIEW 

INTRODUCTION 

This module is one of six that is included in the Post-Graduate Diploma in ODL, designed 

and developed by COL. Module 1 and Module 2 were planned as introductory modules to 

this program of six modules. While Module 1:  Foundations and Evolution of ODL and Open 

Schooling is about ODL and OS in general, this module, Module 2: Open Schooling Systems 

and Models is essentially about how Open Schooling is organised. It provides you with an 

overview of the systems and subsystems of Open Schools are based on in order to function 

effectively.  

So you are about to embark upon a journey that takes you into the workings of an Open 

School – how it fits into and interacts with its context, how the OS system is put together 

and how the subsystems function. You will be accompanied on this journey by four Open 

School case studies from four very different regions in the world: Namibia in Africa, India in 

Southeast Asia, Papa New Guinea in the Pacific, and Canada in North America. Your existing 

knowledge about your own Open School will be enhanced in the process, so that by the end 

of this module you will be able to design the ideal Open School model for your context.  

MODULE GOALS 

Upon completion of this module you will be able to: 

1. Examine the components of a typical education system.

2. Explore the similarities and differences of an Open School System vs. a typical education

system.

3. Define and described structures, systems, subsystems and models of Open School

Systems.

4. Analyse the process and structure of different Open School environments.

5. Explore quality assurance, evaluation and monitoring as tools for best practice.

DESCRIPTION 

There are four Units in this module. They are: 

Unit 1: Open Schooling in Context 

Unit 2: Open Schooling Systems and Subsystems 

Unit 3: Open Schooling Systems and Subsystems Continued 

Unit 4: Quality  
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REQUIRED READINGS 

You are going to be required to read parts of the following texts: 

Abrioux, D.A.M.X. and Ferreira, F. (eds) 2009. Open Schooling in the 21st Century. 

Commonwealth of Learning. Available at: 

http://oasis.col.org/bitstream/handle/11599/81/pub_PS_OpenSchooling_web.pdf?sequ

ence=1&isAllowed=y 

Du Vivier, E. 2009. The Open Schools Handbook: A Resource Guide for Managers. 

Commonwealth of Learning. Available at: 

http://oasis.col.org/bitstream/handle/11599/83/OpenSchoolsHandbook.pdf?sequence=

1&isAllowed=y 

COL. 2010. Quality Assurance Toolkit for Open Schools. Commonwealth of Learning. 

Available at: http://hdl.handle.net/11599/107 

Rumble, G. & Koul, B.N. 2007. Open Schooling for Secondary & Higher Secondary 

Education: Cost and Effectiveness in India and Namibia. Commonwealth of Learning. 

Available at: 

http://www.col.org/sitecollectiondocuments/open_schooling_secondary_higher_educa

tion_071707.pdf  

ASSIGNMENTS AND PROJECTS 

The module includes 4 short (formative) assignments and one summative assignment. 

Information about these assignments you will find in the units and in the appendices at the 

end of the module. 

ASSESSMENT METHODS 

Each of the four short formative assignments will carry a weight of 15% for a total of 60% of 

your final grade. 

The summative assessment has a weight of 40%. 

MODULE SCHEDULE 

Unit Milestone Timeline 

1 Assignment 1 Weeks 1 - 2 

2 Assignment 2 Weeks 3 – 5 

3 Assignment 3 Weeks 6 – 8 

http://oasis.col.org/bitstream/handle/11599/81/pub_PS_OpenSchooling_web.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
http://oasis.col.org/bitstream/handle/11599/81/pub_PS_OpenSchooling_web.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
http://oasis.col.org/bitstream/handle/11599/83/OpenSchoolsHandbook.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
http://oasis.col.org/bitstream/handle/11599/83/OpenSchoolsHandbook.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
http://hdl.handle.net/11599/107
http://www.col.org/sitecollectiondocuments/open_schooling_secondary_higher_education_071707.pdf
http://www.col.org/sitecollectiondocuments/open_schooling_secondary_higher_education_071707.pdf
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4 Assignment 4 Weeks 9 – 10 

 Summative 

assignment 

Weeks 11 - 12 
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STUDENT SUPPORT 

Note:  This section should be included in self-paced or paper-based Modules that provide 

tutor/facilitator support and/or web and email support for the students. 

ACADEMIC SUPPORT 

To be determined by the delivering institution 

 How to contract a tutor/facilitator (Phone number, email, office hours, etc.). 

 Background information about the tutor/facilitator if he/she does not change 

regularly.  Alternatively provide a separate letter with the package describing your 

tutor/facilitator’s background. 

 Description of any resources that they may need to procure to complete the 

Module (e.g. lab kits, etc.). 

 How to access the library (either in person, by email or online). 

HOW TO SUBMIT ASSIGNMENTS 

To be determined by the delivering institution 

 <If the Module requires that assignments be regularly graded, then insert a description of 

how and where to submit assignments.  Also explain how the learners will receive 

feedback.> 

TECHNICAL SUPPORT 

To be determined by the delivering institution 

<If the students must access content online or use email to submit assignments, then a 

technical support section is required.  You need to include how to complete basic tasks and 

a phone number that they can call if they are having difficulty getting online>. 
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UNIT ONE - OPEN SCHOOLING IN CONTEXT 

UNIT INTRODUCTION 

Unit 1 is called Open Schooling in Context because it examines a typical conventional 

educational system that Open Schooling environment functions within. We start with four 

case studies of different Open Schools and their contexts. Then we move on to Open 

Schools in the context of the conventional education system and a comparison between 

Open Schools and conventional schools. The idea of an OS model is introduced in this unit 

will establish a theme that runs throughout the module. 

UNIT OBJECTIVES 

Upon completion of this unit you will be able to: 

1. Describe the components of a conventional educational system and explore how it 

impacts Open Schools. 

2. Explore the similarities and differences between an Open School System and a 

typical conventional school.  

3. Explore different models of Open School Systems.  

4. Explain the differences between single mode, dual mode and mixed mode Open 

Schools. 

UNIT READINGS 

As you complete this unit you are required to read parts of the following chapters: 

 Abrioux, D.A.M.X. and Ferreira, F. (eds) 2009. Open Schooling in the 21st Century. 
Commonwealth of Learning. Available at: 
http://oasis.col.org/bitstream/handle/11599/81/pub_PS_OpenSchooling_web.pdf?
sequence=1&isAllowed=y 
Chapters 1, 6, 7, 9, 10 

ASSIGNMENTS AND ACTIVITIES 

There are several activities throughout this unit, and one assignment. The activities assist 

you to interact with the four case studies as well as your own Open School. Your responses 

to these activities should be recorded in your own journal (if you are doing this module in 

print format), or you can post your responses on the discussion forum if this has been set 

up by your delivering institution.  

The assignment for this unit requires you to situate your Open School in its context, i.e., the 

conventional system, and compare and contrast them.  If you currently do not work in an 

Open School environment than you should identify one in your region and use it as a basic 

http://oasis.col.org/bitstream/handle/11599/81/pub_PS_OpenSchooling_web.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
http://oasis.col.org/bitstream/handle/11599/81/pub_PS_OpenSchooling_web.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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of comparison.  This may require you to discuss the different assignments in this module 

with the Open School administrators. 

Depending on how your institution delivers this module, you may engage your fellow 

students in face-to-face discussions or online discussions via a learning community that has 

been establish for the module. 
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LESSON 1.1 – OPEN SCHOOLING: THE CASE STUDIES 

LESSON INTRODUCTION 
In this lesson you are going to begin to explore the four case studies mentioned in the 

Introduction to this module. We are going to use the case studies right through the module, 

and in this lesson you’ll start to get to know them by looking at their respective contexts ( 

institutional profile; legal and regulatory framework; governance; and funding model) and 

target audience and curriculum.  We are also going to have a look at the different types of 

open schools. 

LESSON OBJECTIVES 

Upon completion of this lesson you will be able to: 

1. Describe parts of the case studies  

2. Compare the case studies in terms of their basic attributes 

3. Differentiate the different types of OSs 

THE CASE STUDIES 

You’ll find the four case studies in Abrioux, D.A.M.X. and Ferreira, F. (eds) 2009. Open 

Schooling in the 21st Century. Commonwealth of Learning. Available at: 

http://oasis.col.org/bitstream/handle/11599/81/pub_PS_OpenSchooling_web.pdf?sequenc

e=1&isAllowed=y 

During completion of this lesson you will read parts of the following chapters, each of which 

contains a different case study: 

Chapter 6: Open Schooling in Educational transformation: the Case of the Namibian 

College of Open Learning (NAMCOL).  

Chapter 7: National Institute of Open Schooling, India: a Case Study (NIOS) 

Chapter 9: Certificate in Tertiary and Community Studies (CTCS): an Alternative 

Learning Pathway, Open College, Papua New Guinea (in the University of 

Papua New Guinea) (UPNG-OC) 

Chapter 10: Case Study: Vancouver Learning Network (Secondary), British Columbia, 

Canada (VLN). 

Before we start exploring the case studies in the chapters listed above, here’s brief 

comments from Chapter 1 by Abrioux about each of them by way of Introduction.  

  

http://oasis.col.org/bitstream/handle/11599/81/pub_PS_OpenSchooling_web.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
http://oasis.col.org/bitstream/handle/11599/81/pub_PS_OpenSchooling_web.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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NAMCOL (Namibia) 

Operational for some 10 years, the Namibian College of Open Learning or NAMCOL is a 

relative newcomer to OS, yet it already serves some 40% of that country’s secondary school 

population. Most of these are youth or young adults who were previously unsuccessful in 

the conventional school environment. The current academic curriculum parallels, and is 

thus complementary to, that of traditional Namibian schools, albeit with the important 

innovation of combining grades 11 and 12 into a one year programme. 

The Namibian government has committed itself to building many more secondary schools, 

with the hope that NAMCOL would one day not have any more learners from that target 

audience.  Anticipating future concerns with its sustainability, NAMCOL has started to 

enrich its offerings by adding open school vocational and professional programmes.  

As is the case in other developing countries, infrastructure and cost restrictions are making 

it difficult for NAMCOL to take advantage of the newer ICTs, particularly those that support 

online teaching and learning. Consequently, it continues to favour a teaching and learning 

model that focuses on print-based self-instructional materials, supported regular face-to-

face tutorials. Approximately 80% of the NAMCOL student population participate in these 

tutorials. 

The NAMCOL case study is also significant because it demonstrates that open schools and 

their respective stakeholders need to address how best to maximise the OS environment 

for disadvantaged students – in NAMCOL’s case, dropouts from conventional schools and 

disadvantaged adult learners. Though their pass rate when they do complete is equivalent 

to that of others in Namibia, NAMCOL students are more likely t to drop out before sitting 

the exams, or to achieve a lower grade than their traditional school peers. 

Review NAMCOL’s website.  http://www.namcol.edu.na/ .  

NIOS (India) 

 Operational since 1989, the National Institute of Open Schooling or NIOS serves almost 10 

times more secondary learners annually (376,000) than the other case studies presented in 

this module.  But even supporting these large numbers NIOS still achieves success rates 

similar to those in India’s conventional school system. This is all the more remarkable in 

that the vast majority of NIOS students – for the most part, youths and young adults – have 

been bypassed by the traditional secondary education system. 

Of further significance is NIOS’s demonstrated ability to work collaboratively on such a vast 

scale. With a full-time staffing complement of only 250, it relies extensively on collaborative 

relationships to access academic expertise (for course development), study centres (all 

located in other schools) and their tutors, and examination centres and associated 

personnel. Defining itself as an “apex organization,” NIOS not only achieves the added value 

http://www.namcol.edu.na/
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in collaboration and monitored delegation of some of its own institutional responsibilities, 

but also provides leadership and experience (including, if desired, its courseware and 

examination system) to emerging state open schools throughout the country. 

Visit the NIOS website at http://www.nos.org/ 

UPNG- OC (Papua New Guinea) 

Because it has adopted a uniquely alternative approach to its targeted audience and to its 

curriculum, the University of Papua New Guinea’s Open College or UPNG OC is the most 

innovative of our case studies. At the same time, it is the most administratively constrained, 

lacking real institutional autonomy and limited by the dual mode (conventional and Open 

and Distance Learning or ODL) environment in which it seeks to flourish.  At this time the 

UPNG-OC only offers sub-degree and undergraduate programmes.  

At the operational level, the OC’s lack of autonomy results in the institution being less open 

than it might otherwise be (openness is primarily evident in terms of geography and 

admission criteria). Another result is the awkward, unfriendly (both to staff and to students) 

administrative processes and practices in place, which are defined more by the 

requirements and culture of the mother organisation than by the particular needs of the OC 

and its students. 

To visit the UPNG-OC’s webpage, go to http://www.upng.ac.pg/index.php/open-college.  

VLN (Canada) 

With almost 20 years of experience in OS, for the most part using a correspondence 

education model, the Vancouver Learning Network of VLN has recently transitioned into a 

primarily online open school. It represents the most technologically advanced of our case 

studies, in course delivery, course management and institutional administration. The VLN 

also operates in a very competitive environment, one in which some of its sister OS 

institutions are struggling to exist. Thus, the VLN strategies around growth and 

sustainability are of particular interest, emphasising quality control and involving 

investment in teachers, staff development and the nurturing of parental support. 

The VLN’s brand of online learning will be of interest to policy-makers in both developed 

and developing regions, as it amply demonstrates that e-learning does not depend on 

technology infrastructure alone. Good online learning requires maximising the 

communicative and interactive opportunities that e-learning technologies open up for 

distance learning. Yet, as the VLN case demonstrates, this becomes a significantly more 

teacher-driven model of course delivery (with dynamic and ever-evolving online content) 

than a print-based distance education model (with pre-developed, static course materials). 

Open schools that provide quality online learning opportunities will require not only the 

http://www.nos.org/
http://www.upng.ac.pg/index.php/open-college
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prerequisite technology infrastructure, but also the availability of sufficient teachers (in the 

VLN case, as many as for conventional schooling).  (Abrioux & Ferreira, 2009) 

To view the VLN’s webpage go to: http://www.vsb.bc.ca/vancouver-learning-network 

Let’s now look at the descriptions of the case studies in the chapters in order to start with 

the comparison. 

The case studies are all written in the same format with main headings as Abstract, 

Background, and Key Features. The latter two headings have sub-headings which are the 

same for all the case studies, which makes it easy to navigate your way through the case 

studies.  

 

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Activity – Comparison Table 

1. For the next few reading activities, you will use the table in Figure 1.1 below.  

As you read the case studies, you will produce a table which has 6 columns, 

the left-hand one for the different categories we’re going to explore, and 

the rest for each of our four case studies as well as a column for your own 

institution. 

2. You’ll see that there is a similar table in Abrioux and Ferreira’s  2009 Open 

Schooling in the 21st Century, Chapter 1, which you can use to check your 

accuracy, but your own notes in the table in fig 1.2 should be much more 

detailed because you’ll use the information in the module as it unfolds. 

3. As you complete the table over the next few activities, keep in mind that 

you are doing a comparative study, so it is important that you think in terms 

of similarities and differences. 

4. Insert your table and record your responses in your course journal for 

review by the instructor. 

http://www.vsb.bc.ca/vancouver-learning-network
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 NAMCOL NIOS UPNG-OC VLN 
Your own 
Institution 

Institutional 
profile 

     

National context      

Legal & 
regulatory 
framework 

     

Governance      

Organisational 
model & culture 

     

Funding model      

Student success      

Target audience       

Curriculum      

Model      

Legal form      

Table 1.2: Comparing the case studies 
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CASE STUDIES: CONTEXT 

Context tells us a lot about each case study: the country in which it operates, the laws and 

regulations that they function within, the way they are governed and so on. In your reading 

materials you’ll find a wide range of contexts – our case studies are not only from different 

countries, but also from different continents. 

Activity - Context 

1. Read the Abstract and second part titled ‘Background’ of each of the four case 

studies in Open Schooling in the 21st Century with the aim to compare them. 

We’ll deal with institutional profile, national context, legal and regulatory 

framework, and governance.  

2. Make brief notes about each in the table you have inserted in your course 

journal. As you read, think of your own institution and write brief notes about it 

in the column provided. 

In terms of institutional profile, you will have found that NAMCOL and NIOS are both single 

mode organisations with quite a bit of autonomy, although NIOS has the most authority – 

not only to examine and certify their own learners (NAMCOL learners write the national 

examinations and are certified by the national examinations board), but it also has the 

responsibility to operationalise Open Schools in all states of India. UPNG-OC and VLN are 

dual mode institutions with little or no autonomy. You’ll learn more about the types (single 

and dual modes) of OS as we move through the module. 

Where national contexts are concerned, only NAMCOL and UPNG-OC indicate socio-

economic status of their respective countries – Namibia is a very unequal society in terms 

of income, while Papua New Guinea struggles with illiteracy and unemployment. We’ll learn 

more about India in the next lesson, but we know that it is also an unequal society with 

problems of poverty and linguistic issues. The first three of our case studies are situated in a 

group of countries categorised as ‘developing’ countries (or alternatively the Global South), 

while Canada represents ‘developed’ countries.  

Regarding legal and regulatory frameworks, NAMCOL and NIOS were explicitly called into 

being by national legislation, while UPNG-OC was set up under statutory authority of the 

university council. VLN, like other schools in British Columbia in Canada, is governed by the 

schools act. 

You will agree that the governance of each of the case studies reflect their respective level 

of autonomy. 
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Activity – Models and Cultures 

If you haven’t done so already, continue reading the case studies about 

organisational model and culture; funding model; and student success, making 

notes in the table as you go, also for your own institution.  Record your responses 

in your course journal. 

All four case studies have detailed information about their organisational models. We will 

come back to this later. 

 If we understand organisational culture as a system of shared assumptions, values, and 

beliefs which governs how people behave in organisation, then you’ll agree UPNG-OC is the 

only case study that provides us with information about their – good - organisational 

culture. How does it compare with the organisational culture in your OS? 

 It seems that only VLN can rely on government funding only. NAMCOL receives 

government grants, but needs more. NIOS only receives 8 – 10% of its annual expenditure 

and depends on a range or income sources, such as admission and examination fees, sale of 

publications and grants from various agencies. UPNG-OC is completely self-financing and 

worse off – they not only have to make do with raising its own funds, but also have to 

content with the university claiming some of those funds.  

Student success is a concern for all four of the OSs we are dealing with. Student drop-out 

remains a big problem. Our case studies’ success rate is mostly comparable to that of 

conventional schooling, yet all of them want to improve. NAMCOL has identified that 

improving their learner support will contribute substantially to their students’ success rate. 

CASE STUDIES: TARGET AUDIENCE AND CURRICULUM 

With curriculum we mean the programmes or qualifications offered by an institution, and 

target audience are those parts of the population that the institution aims its services at. 

Activity – Target Audience 

In each of the case studies, the sub-headings Target audience and curriculum 

provide you with the information to make notes in the two corresponding rows of 

the table in fig. 1.2.  Record your observations in your course journal. 

VLN is the only Open School that targets school-going children (Primary and Secondary). 

The other three case studies, NAMCOL, NIOS and UPNG-OC provide services to youth who 

may have missed the opportunity to go to conventional schools, as well as adults who never 

had the opportunity to complete their schooling. 
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Complementary Curriculum Vs Alternative Curriculum 

A complementary OS system offers the same curriculum for children and youths who either 

never had the opportunity to attend the formal system, or who dropped out of the formal 

system due to circumstances or poor grades.  

NAMCOL's role in the Namibian education system is to act as a safety net that "picks up" 

and helps a population roughly equivalent to 18.1 per cent of the conventional school 

population. NAMCOL picks up these repeaters because the formal system does not allow 

students to repeat their examinations. Under current rules, students are allowed to repeat 

just one of Grades 8 and 9 at the junior secondary level, but not – unless they are under 17 

years of age – Grade 10 (Section5.3). Senior secondary school examination candidates are 

allowed to resit their examinations in order to upgrade their results, but the formal system 

does not help them do this. If they wish to do it, then they must prepare themselves for the 

resit examinations through private study or through non-formal system structures such as 

NAMCOL. 

NAMCOL is thus essentially complementary to the formal system – offering the same 

curriculum in preparation for the same examinations to students who, in the main, have 

already studied in the formal system and who are now trying to improve their grades or 

rectify past failure in particular subjects. (Rumble & Koul, 2007) 

 VLN is also a complementary system because it offers exactly the same curriculum as the 

other British Columbia schools. 

An alternative OS system offers a different, more adult-relevant curriculum for adults who 

never had an opportunity to complete their formal education at secondary school level. It is 

also aimed at out-of-school youth for whom an alternative curriculum – generally more 

vocationally oriented – is seen as more appropriate. 

UPNG-OC offers an alternative and innovative curriculum. UPNG-OC’ curriculum is also 

alternative and seems to meet an important social mandate.  

Available data shows that NIOS is offering a real alternative to school-aged children. Over 7 

out of 10 (74 per cent) of NIOS's secondary school students are aged 15 to 20, and nearly 

nine out of ten (88.7 per cent) are aged 15 to 25. NIOS is reaching out to those who are 

using it as an alternative route to secondary education. In other words, NIOS is not acting as 

a second chance route for adults who were for a variety of reasons unable at an earlier 

stage in their life to study at secondary level. One reason for this, according to Rumble & 

Koul, is because in India distance education is so accepted as an alternative route to 

educational qualifications that it is actually the first choice route for many who wish to 

study at the same time as they work or are confined to the home. (Rumble & Koul, 2007) 
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DIFFERENT MODELS OF OS 

We can already distinguish different ‘types’ of OS from the relation of its curriculum to the 

conventional system: whether its curriculum is alternative or complementary to the formal 

system. 

Differences in legal forms 

In ODL in general, ODL institutions may be established using one of the following legal 

forms: 

 Part of a government ministry or department 

 A unit attached to another educational organisation 

 A semi-autonomous institution, established by ministerial regulations 

 An autonomous body, established by ministerial regulations 

 A non-profit entity (foundation, trust, voluntary association, etc.) 

 A private company limited by shares (for profit) 

 A public limited company (for profit) 

(Du Vivier, 2009) 

Applying these legal forms to our case studies, you will have recognised that 

 VLN is a part of a government ministry, the Ministry of Education of the British 

Columbia government 

 UPNG-OC is a unit attached to another educational organisation, the University of 

Papua New Guinea 

 NAMCOL is a semi-autonomous body, established by ministerial regulations 

 NIOS is an autonomous body, established by ministerial regulations. 

Beyond these legal forms, there are three main models of open and distance education – 

single, dual and mixed modes. With the advent and ubiquity of ICT and connectivity in the 

developed world, dual mode and mixed mode each has developed another type, as you’ll 

see below. 

Single Mode  

Single mode means that the organization only uses one delivery method to teach students.  

In an OS single mode institution, open and distance learning is the primary delivery method.  
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Staff, whether academic, administrative or technical are dedicated to the creation and 

provision of open and distant learning experiences. Single mode institutions usually have 

autonomy over their work. In the case studies under consideration we have two single 

mode Open Schools: NIOS from India and NAMCOL from Namibia, with the former having 

more autonomy than the latter. 

Dual Mode 

A dual mode institution is one that that adds ODL methods to its conventional face to face 

education curriculum. There is usually a unit in the institution that delivers learning 

materials and support to distance students. In most cases the academic expertise for 

materials development is required from academics in the parent institution. Dual mode 

institutions often have limited autonomy over their work. Having read parts of the UNPNG 

– OC case study, you already know that the latter is a dual mode organisation, and that its 

relationship with its host organization, UPNG, is challenging in many ways. 

(Moore & Kearsley, 2012) 

 Distributed Learning or E-Learning Mode 

This is essentially a dual mode model, but differs because it depends on ICT and 

connectivity and is extremely well integrated with its parent institution.  The VLN case study 

is an example of an institution that embraces e-learning.  Distributed Learning or e-Learning 

schools are a shift away from education defined by geography to one that is defined by 

connectedness and distance between learner and teacher. The VLN is one of 50 distributed 

schools in British Columbia, a Canadian province. The BC Ministry of Education regulates 

and manages the distributed learning schools like all other schools.  To reflect the 

difference the ministry has entered into a special agreement with e-learning schools called 

the Distributed Learning Agreement, (Abrioux & Ferreira, 2009). To view this document go 

to:  https://www.bced.gov.bc.ca/dist_learning/docs/dist_learn_agmt.pdf.  

Mixed Model 

Mixed model institutions are those where both conventional education and ODL are 

offered not only by the same institution, but also by the same staff and using 

complimentary organisational structures and departments. The mixed mode institution 

result from the convergence of face-to-face and distance modes. Mixed mode institutions 

offer learners a wide choice of models of study, and maximise flexibility of time and space.  

Learners can participate in both online and classroom courses at the same time.  Academic 

programmes are offered through both face to face and distance learning (SAIDE, 2002). 

Flexible Model 

The flexible model is an online version of the mixed model. The flexible model is dependent 

on ICT and connectedness and developed mostly at mixed mode universities in Australia. 

https://www.bced.gov.bc.ca/dist_learning/docs/dist_learn_agmt.pdf
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These universities have been ‘hybridising’ the mixed mode delivery methods.  Shale (2002) 

describes the evolution of hybridisation as follows:   

Canada's postsecondary institutions are becoming increasingly involved 

with technology enhanced learning, generally under the rubric of distance 

education. Growth and activity in distance education stems from rapid 

developments in communication and information technologies such as 

videoconferencing and the Internet. This case study focuses on the use of 

new technologies, primarily within the context of higher education 

institutions operating in Canada's English speaking provinces. Capitalising 

on the interactive capabilities of "new" learning technologies, some distance 

education providers are starting to behave more like conventional 

educational institutions in terms of forming study groups and student 

cohorts. Conversely, new telecommunications technologies are having a 

reverse impact on traditional classroom settings, and as a result 

conventional universities are beginning to establish administrative 

structures reflective of those used by distance education providers. When 

viewed in tandem, these trends reflect growing convergence between 

conventional and distance learning modes, leading to the hybridisation of 

higher education in Canada. (IRRODL, Vol2, No 2 – Available at:  

http://www.irrodl.org/index.php/irrodl/article/view/64/131 ) 

The University of South Australia (UniSA) believes that having developed a wide range of 

programme and course delivery strategies.  They believe they have moved beyond 

hybridisation. This is based on the development of capacities having been extended and 

enhanced far beyond hybridisation. Flexible delivery include  combining online, face-to-face 

and conventional texts in a variety of ways to meet students’ needs; ‘twinning’ 

arrangements with other universities; global partnerships with other universities to deliver 

offshore programmes; and various combinations of the above.  (Nunan, Reid, & 

McCausland, 2002) 

 
 

  

Assignment - Paper 

Reflecting about the information you have collected in the table about your Open School 

and the four Open Schools in the case studies so far start building an argument for the 

Open School model that works best in your point of view and in your context. Produce a 

two or three page paper that explores the following quesitons.  Submit your paper to 

your instructor for review and feedback. 

1. Categorise the models from most preferred to next  preferred as it relates to 

your national or regional needs.  

2. Select the kind of curriculum and legal form you would use. 

http://www.irrodl.org/index.php/irrodl/article/view/64/131
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TOWARDS OPEN SCHOOLING MODELS 

Completing the activity above, you have started with your ideal model of an Open School. 

The reasons you provide for your decisions consitute the beginning of your argument. As 

we work our way through the module, you will add to the decisions and argument about 

the issues discussed. As you learn more, you may change your mind about earlier decisions 

and arguments. Therefore it is very important to keep record of your thinking in the course 

journal, including changing your mind. 

LESSON SUMMARY 

In this lesson we started to compare the four case studies in terms of mostly contextual 

attributes, but also in terms of target audience and curriculum. We continued the 

comparison, looking at the different types of Open Schools and ended the lesson with the 

beginning of an ideal model for an OS in your context. 

In the next lesson we are going to look at Open Schooling relationship with and differences 

between conventional and Open School education systems. 
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LESSON 1.2 – OPEN SCHOOLING AND CONVENTIONAL EDUCATION 

LESSON INTRODUCTION 
Now that you have a good overview of the four case studies, let us move to a more 

generalised view of OS. In this lesson we are going to explore Open Schools as they function 

within conventional education systems and compare them with conventional schooling. 

LESSON OBJECTIVES 

Upon completion of this lesson you should be able to: 

1. Describe the components of an educational system that impact on Open Schools 

2. Explore the similarities and differences of an Open School System vs. a typical 

education system 

DEFINING OPEN SCHOOLING 

COL’s definition of Open School focuses on the technical means by which Open Schooling is 

delivered; that is,  

 the physical separation of the school-level learner from the teacher; 

 the use of unconventional teaching methodologies; and 

 Information and Communications Technologies (ICTs) to bridge the separation and 

deliver the education and training curriculum. 

The most common delivery scenario is that the learners study specially designed open 

learning materials on their own - at home, in their workplace, wherever it is convenient for 

them - and then they meet together with a facilitator on a regular basis. 

The openness of the system refers to the lack of restrictions as to who may study, what 

they study and how much they study.  Open education means there is no prerequisites for 

participation or completion.  Openness by its very nature gets around the time- and place-

based restrictions of the scheduled classroom experience to open up access to those who 

cannot attend school at a fixed time and place. It is this openness that makes distance-

taught courses so attractive to those whose life and work patterns make it difficult or 

impossible to attend courses taught face-to-face.  Learners can study what is important to 

them. 

From your reading of parts of the case studies in the previous lesson you can confirm that 

our four case studies meet the requirements of this definition. 

Open Schools are situated within conventional education systems and have several levels of 

interaction with the conventional systems. We need to have an overview of conventional 

education systems for this reason and for this purpose we will examine two of our case 

studies, NAMCOL in Namibia and NIOS in India. 
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CONVENTIONAL EDUCATION SYSTEMS AND OPEN SCHOOLS IN INDIA AND NAMIBIA 

Open Schools operate in conventional education systems in their country of origin. 

Education systems differ considerably from country to country, but all education systems 

have in common the purpose to organise learning and teaching in a given place to a 

specified target audience. The following include additional elements or roles that education 

systems have in common: 

 Laws and policies regulating provision of education. 

 Different levels of education. 

 Curriculum. 

Let’s compare these elements in two different countries, India and Namibia. Open 

Schooling in these countries is reported on in the COL-commissioned Open Schooling and 

Higher Secondary Education: Costs and effectiveness in India and Namibia (2007) by Greville 

Rumble and Badir M Koul. It is available at: 

http://www.col.org/sitecollectiondocuments/open_schooling_secondary_higher_educatio

n_071707.pdf. You should read this document before proceeding. 

Before we get to the three elements listed above, let’s have a look at the contexts of the 

two countries. 

 Context 

The Republic of Namibia is 824,300 square kilometres and has a population of 

approximately 2 million people. Its population is diverse, consisting of 13 ethnic groups and 

16 language groups. About 65% of the population live in rural areas, mostly in the north of 

the country. 

In contrast, the Republic of India is the seventh largest country in world. Its population 

according to 2006 estimates is more than a billion (1,095,351,995) people, which 

represents about one sixth of the world’s population. More than 75 % of India’s population 

live in rural areas. The Indian society is incredibly diverse by all accounts, encompassing all 

major religions, 22 major languages and hundreds of dialects. 

Beyond these startling differences in geographic and population size there is a host of other 

differences in history, culture, social structure, wealth distribution, growth rates and 

economic activity. In Namibia, a relatively high per capita Gross National Income and Gross 

National Product per head masks inequalities in income that are among the highest in the 

world, while in India there are almost two economic systems – the urbanised and 

industrialised system of India, and the rural, village-based system of the Bharat.  

India has a highly diverse economy that encompasses both traditional village farming and 

modern agriculture, and both handicrafts and modern industrial processes. While about 

http://www.col.org/sitecollectiondocuments/open_schooling_secondary_higher_education_071707.pdf
http://www.col.org/sitecollectiondocuments/open_schooling_secondary_higher_education_071707.pdf
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three-fifths of the labour force works in agriculture, recent years have seen significant 

growth in manufacturing industry. India is also capitalising on its large number of English-

speaking educated people to become a major exporter of software services and software 

workers. 

In Namibia, on the other hand, the present economy is heavily dependent on the extraction 

and processing of minerals for export, yet the mining sector employs only about three per 

cent of the labour force. About half the population depends upon subsistence agriculture 

where drought is a real problem. 

National Education Legislation and Policies 

In Namibia all secondary schools follow a national curriculum accredited by the National 

Examinations, Assessment and Certification Board. The curriculum is implemented by the 

National Institute for Educational Development. The Education and Training Sector 

Strategic Improvement Plan (ETSIP) aims to reduce the high level of repetition rates in 

schools. 

In India the situation in terms of legislation and policies is more complex. The Central and 

State governments are jointly responsible for formulating and implementing educational 

policies and plans as stipulated by the National Policy on Education in 1989. The states 

however are responsible for implementing while the central government has an oversight 

role in terms of quality assurance, monitoring, and research. 

Levels 

Both education systems use the kindergarten to twelve (K- 12) levels. 

The Namibian education system follows a 4-3-3-2 system, consisting of respectively lower 

primary, upper primary, junior secondary and senior secondary schooling. 

The Indian education system is known as the 10 + 2 + 3 system. The first ten years are 

dedicated to primary school (I – V); upper primary or middle school (V – VII) and secondary 

school (IX – X). The +2 refers to the final two years of secondary school, and the +3 to a 

degree in higher education.   

Curriculum 

In the previous lesson we discussed the fact that OS curricula can be complementary or 

alternative to the formal education system and we know that while NAMCOL’s curriculum is 

complementary to the conventional, NIOS’s curriculum is alternative to the conventional 

system in India.   
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Attitude Toward and Funding of OS 

The Indian government in 1978 established an experiential project on OS which evolved 

into the National Open School (NOS) in 1989. This was meant as an alternative mechanism 

to address the issue of secondary schooling in the country.  In 2001 NOS was given a new 

name, NIOS (National Institute of Open Schooling) and more power as a national apex body 

for OS in the country. This means that NIOS functions as a resource organisation for all the 

states and union territories. In 2009, ten states have set up OSs and eight more were in the 

process of being implemented. NIOS continues its work as an OS as an alternative to the 

formal system. 

In the Namibian education system, on the other hand, there is no policy underpinning the 

role that distance education might play. However, the Education and Training Sector 

Strategic Improvement Plan (ETSIP) recognises the Namibian College for Open and Distance 

learning (NAMCOL) as having the potential to assist with secondary education. The fact that 

the NAMCOL materials are of a high quality and are used by teachers in the conventional 

system is useful in this context. 

Like NIOS, NAMCOL enjoys strong government support. Both institutions receive 

government grants. In the case of NIOS, government grants declined progressively from 

34% of its income to only 10.01% of the NIOS operating budgbet (covering the period 2002-

2007). The Central Government does not use any standard funding formula (i.e. @ per 

student or per subject enrolment) to fund NIOS. Instead plan-grants are given to NIOS on 

the basis of their budget estimates. The rest of the expenditure is expected to be met from 

NIOS’ own earnings/resources. It is estimated that secondary school education in India that 

use ODL are significantly less expensive than the conventional schooling systems.  (Rumble 

& Koul, 2007). 

CONVENTIONAL EDUCATION VS OPEN SCHOOLING 
How does conventional education in general compare with open and distance education in 

general? Here is a comparison: 

Conventional education is… Open and distance education is… 

…teacher centred. The teacher plans 
lessons, facilitates lessons, does 
assessment. 

…resource (material) centred. In ODL the 
teacher is in the learning materials. 

…located in time, place and with fixed 
groups: a school term, a school building, 
and groups of learners. 

…where time and place are more flexible: 
learners can study wherever they are and 
when they choose. 

…where people are scheduled: school 
timetables, school terms schedules. 

…where materials are scheduled: design, 
development, production, delivery. 
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…an ephemeral experience: once the 
teacher stops talking, there is no record of 
what she said or showed. 

…lasting resources: learning and teaching 
is contained in texts, on CDs/DVDs and 
can be reread and re-watched. 

…closed in terms of age, entrance 
requirements. 

…open in terms of age, entrance 
requirements. 

Figure 1.1: Differences between ODL and conventional systems. (Adapted from Nunan, Reid, & McCausland, 

2002) 

The comparisons in the table above about conventional education and ODL education in 

general is applicable to most Open Schools and their conventional counterparts.  

Let’s now have a look at another set of differences between open and conventional 

schools. Rumble and Koul call the interactions between learners and institution, learner and 

materials, and learner and tutor ‘transactions’.  They refer to Keegan’s theory of 

transactional distance. Study the table in fig. 1.2 below. 

Characteristics Conventional Schooling Open Schooling 

Entry requirements Fixed Open 

Location and duration of 
registration transaction  

Fixed Open 

Teaching-learning 
transaction 

Teacher-led and face-to-
face learning 

Individualised self-learning 
materials supported by 
multi-channel inputs 
including occasional face-
to-face teaching 

Teaching-learning 
materials 

Textbooks and occasional 
teaching aids 

Specially prepared self-
learning materials 
supported by media 
materials  

Pace of studies Strictly regulated Self-paced and self-
directed 

Figure 1.2: Transactional differences between OS and traditional schools. (Adapted from Rumble & Koul, 2007)  

The differences described in the figure are applicable to all four of our case studies.  

In their report on NAMCOL and NIOS, Rumble and Koul argue for the creation of a typology 

of open schools and how they fit into a conventional school system. In other words, they 

compare the interactions between the OS system with the wider system outside of it.  

They start their argument with a description of the essential differences between open and 

conventional schools.  
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Mode: This refers to the methods or means used to teach and within which 

learning takes place. What distinguishes ODL from conventional approaches 

to education is the separation of the learner physically for much or most of 

the time from the person providing the content that is to be taught, and the 

use of some form of media (text, audio, video or computing) carried by 

some form of technology (print, teletext, radio, CD, television, DVD, CD-

ROM or Internet) to bridge that gap. We wish to make clear that we do not 

rule out having some face-to-face teaching and interaction in ODL, just as 

we do not rule out some resource-based study and independent learning 

from face-to-face teaching. The difference is often one of degree. The key 

differentiating factor is perhaps that Open School learners do not need to 

attend scheduled classes in a school. They can study when they want and 

where they want – often at home, sometimes in the workplace.   

Markets: In general, conventional schools are not open to people who are aged 20 

and over. In contrast, Open Schools are often geared to the need of adults 

who both value the flexibility that it enables, and who are more likely to 

have the necessary motivation and perseverance for resource-based, 

independent learning. This does not mean that Open Schools cannot be 

used to teach children and youths: it can, especially if it relies on parents (in 

home schooling) and monitors/tutors in remote classrooms.  

Curriculum: All too often the formal system is equated with an academic curriculum 

that is linked to expectations of progression to higher education. Such 

academic curricula are often wholly unsuitable for a proportion of the 

children and youths in the formal education system. These curricula also fail 

to provide what businesses often demand of the school system – a steady 

stream of young adults who can enter their businesses and be trained on 

the job. 

 Efforts to provide technical and vocational education within schools have, 

however, often led to a two-tier system in which the academic stream (and 

academic schools) are given a higher status than the technical-vocational 

stream (and technical and vocational schools), while many businesses – 

especially small and medium sized enterprises – find it difficult to invest in 

training programmes and/or worry that if they do so, they are merely 

spending money on young employers who will then be "poached" by other 

employers.  

Taking these factors into account, we can begin to devise a typology of 

open schools that take account of the way such schools fit in with the 

formal conventional school system. At the school level, the conventional 

norm (which is seen as part of the formal education system) is a classroom-
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delivered education following national or sub-national (e.g. state) public 

examination board approved curricula for the achievement of standard 

qualifications by children and youths aged roughly between 5 to 7 and 18 

years of age.   

In contrast, an open school could, if it chose, teach a different clientele – for 

example, adults who have no or few basic qualifications. It could also teach 

different kinds of courses – courses whose subject matter and content is 

not geared to the demands of the ladder of primary, secondary and tertiary 

ladder of the formal system, but to things that adults need or will find 

useful or interesting to know and learn about.  (Rumble & Koul, 2007) 

You will remember from your reading of the case studies in the previous lesson that there is 

another set of differences between conventional and open schools, which relates firstly to 

the way that OSs organise itself – the organisational models we explored in the case studies 

are, with the exception of VLN, substantially different from that of a conventional school. 

Second there are differences in terms of how Open schools are governed: while 

conventional schools are essentially governed by the provincials or national education 

department or ministry, two of the OSs in our case studies are governed as autonomous 

organisations (NAMCOL and NIOS), and UPNG – OC is a unit a university with very little 

autonomy. 

Assignment - Unit 1 

Building upon your earlier paper write a brief essay about the context of your own Open 

School. In you essay, address the following questions. 

1. What is the relationship between your OS and the conventional system in terms 

of legislation and policies; levels of education; curriculum; target audience? 

2. In what ways does your OS differ from its conventional education system? 

Once you’ve prepared a draft post it in the assignment dropbox and then go online and 

post it in the online community for your fellow students to review.  You and your fellow 

students should review each other’s paper and discuss and provide feedback to your 

peers concerning the different OS contexts. 

 

CORE ISSUES IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS AND OPEN SCHOOLS 
So far we have looked at defining open schooling, placing it in the context of conventional 

education systems.  Now let’s pay some closer attention to secondary schooling issues and 

open schooling. These issues include: 

 Breadth and equality of access. 

 Degrees of openness. 
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 Relevant curriculum. 

 Quality teaching and learning. 

 Cost-effectiveness, cost-efficiency and sustainability. 

Activity 

Read pages 4 to 10 in Open Schooling in the 21st Century, starting from the 

heading “Secondary schooling core issues and open schooling”. 

1. Note the things that strike you as important and that apply to your 

context. 

2. Record your observations in your course journal. 

Breadth and Equality of Access 

The magnitude of challenges facing many developing countries underscore the issue of the 

sheer need we learned above in the two case studies: 78 million school-age children in sub-

Saharan Africa alone do not have opportunities for schooling! In developing countries this is 

amplified by the secondary schooling needs of adults who were denied the opportunity. In 

this context the potential for open schooling is vast ‘’on condition that its quality, offerings 

and cost-effectiveness are equal or superior to those pf the conventional education 

system”. 

The bullet list of questions about access in OS are crucial, and underline the differences 

between conventional and open schooling we discussed above.  

Degrees of Openness 

Openness and flexibility are just as important as the distance between teacher and learner 

because independent study materials are usually coupled with face-to-face tutorial support. 

Relevant Curriculum 

OS administrators need to pay particular attention to the design of appropriate curricula. 

Curriculum considerations include factors like the diverse nature of the target audience – 

adults and youths, requiring either fulltime or part-time study; resulting in a need for a 

balance between academic and vocational programmes; and the demand of national 

mandates. 

Quality teaching and learning 

As a result of a lack of experience and knowledge about ODL, many stakeholders not only 

seem to doubt the possibility of receiving a quality education in an OS environment.  The 
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four cases described in this module clearly indicate that OS systems quality is as good as 

their sister conventional systems.   

Cost-effectiveness, Cost-efficiency and Sustainability 

OS can indeed be more cost-effective than conventional schooling, but a warning is 

sounded about the fact that quality education is expensive, whether OS or conventional 

schooling. 

 

LESSON SUMMARY 
In this lesson we explored OS by looking a definition; examining it within the context of 

conventional education systems, in particular those of India and Namibia; and compared 

conventional schooling with open schooling. We also looked at a range of issues that affect 

secondary schooling and OS. 

In the next unit we are going to examine open schooling systems and subsystems.  

  

Reflection Activity 

Which of these core issues would impact on your ideal OS? Why? Note your response in 

the course journal. 



 

OPEN SCHOOL SYSTEMS AND MODELS                                                                                                                                  Page | 32  
 

UNIT ONE– SUMMARY 

SUMMARY 
In this unit, the first lesson, you were introduced to the four case studies – NAMCOL, NIOS, 

UPNG-OC, and VLN by completing a comparative summary about their profiles, target 

audiences, curricula, and success rates. You also looked at the different models of Open 

Schooling. The information you gathered is going to be useful in the rest of the module. 

In the second lesson of this unit you unpacked the conventional education systems within 

which NAMCOL and NIOS function, looking specifically at how national education systems 

impact on legislation, levels and curricula. You also compared conventional education with 

ODL/Open Schooling. 

DISCUSSION 

There was one online discussion in this unit, linked to your unit assignment, which required 

you to examine the educational context of your own Open School.  

NEXT STEPS 

In the next unit you going to develop an understanding of the systems approach in Open 

Schooling and the subsystems that Open Schools should have. Two of the subsystems will 

be discussed. 
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UNIT TWO - OPEN SCHOOLING SYSTEMS AND SUBSYSTEMS 

UNIT INTRODUCTION 

Welcome to Unit 2. In this unit we are exploring how ODL in general and OS in particular 

organise itself in order to function as effectively as possible. We start with the systems 

approach in Lesson 2.1 with the argument that the systems approach is very suitable for OS 

and examining two similar models for the system approach. Having determined a structure 

of subsystems for OS, we move on to discussing the materials subsystem in Lessons 2.2 

(materials development) and 2.3 (materials delivery).  

UNIT OBJECTIVES 

Upon completion of this unit you will be able to: 

1. Argue for the systems approach in OS; 

2. Describe the subsystems and their components in Open Schooling – materials 

subsystem, learner subsystem, logistical subsystem; regulatory subsystem;  

3. Analyse the programme and course design and development and delivery 

subsystems with reference to the case studies; 

4. Identify the interdependencies between subsystems; and 

5. Contribute to an online discussion about the interactions and interdependencies 

between the materials subsystem and other subsystems. 

UNIT READINGS 

As you complete this unit you are required to read the following document: 

Abrioux, D.A.M.X. and Ferreira, F. (eds) 2009. Open Schooling in the 21st Century. 

Commonwealth of Learning. Available at: 

http://oasis.col.org/bitstream/handle/11599/81/pub_PS_OpenSchooling_web.pdf?sequ

ence=1&isAllowed=y 

ASSIGNMENTS AND ACTIVITIES 

There are several activities in Unit 2. They mostly require application of the systems 

approach and two of the subsystems to the case studies and your own OS. 

The assignment is one of the online discussions of the unit, and requires of you to evaluate 

your own OS in terms of the systems approach. The other online discussion is about NIOS’s 

subsystems 

 

  

http://oasis.col.org/bitstream/handle/11599/81/pub_PS_OpenSchooling_web.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
http://oasis.col.org/bitstream/handle/11599/81/pub_PS_OpenSchooling_web.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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LESSON 2.1 – THE SYSTEMS APPROACH TO OPEN SCHOOLING 

LESSON INTRODUCTION 
A systems view is very useful to an understanding of ODL and many scholars believe that 

adopting a systems approach to ODL is the key to successful practice. This lesson is about 

why this is the case. This lesson is also about outlining subsystems which we are going to 

use in the rest of the module. 

LESSON OBJECTIVES 

Upon completion of this lesson you will be able to: 

1. Explain the systems approach to ODL. 

2. Outline the components and subsystems in OS. 

3. Apply the systems approach to the case studies. 

THE SYSTEMS APPROACH IN ODL 

The human body is a good example of a system – each of us is a living system. Every part of 

our body has a role to play in making the whole body work effectively. If for example the 

heart, lungs or brain stop working, the whole system shuts down very quickly, even if the 

skeleton or digestive system works perfectly.  These various sub-systems, respiratory, 

immune, urinary reproductive, etc.  All rely on other sub-systems to operate.  For example 

if the skeletal system is compromised that will impact the muscular system.  The same type 

of relationships exist with an open school system.  There are various sub-systems that must 

be in place for the overall system to operate efficiently and effectively.       

Systems exist at different levels of complexity. Although the human body is itself very 

complex, it is only part of bigger systems, such as the environment. Similarly any ODL 

system exists within the bigger system of a country or province’s education system must be 

operating effectively. 

In a well-functioning system all subsystems work together and while there is a wide range 

of specialisations or division of labour, staff working in different subsystems should 

understand how the other subsystems work and how the subsystems function together as a 

whole. 

An OS system consists of all the component processes that make up ODL, including learning 

and teaching; communication; management, administration, student support, etc. Within 

each of these broadly named components there are subsystems, each of which is a system 

in itself. For example, there is a subsystem in all ODL organisations that deal with the design 

and development of courses. This subsystem includes many activities that together results 

in educational materials being produced to support students’ learning outcomes. At the 

same time, this subsystem links with other subsystems to form the total system. (Moore & 

Kearsley, 2012) 
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Below we will examine two systems models.  The first for ODL in general and the second for 

OS in particular. 

MOORE & KEARsLEY: SYSTEMS MODEL FOR ODL 

In arguing for the systems approach to open and distance learning, Moore and Kearsley 

offer a general model of the main subsystems of an ODL system.  There must be:  

 sources of knowledge, both about content (i.e., subject) knowledge and knowledge 

about how people learn; 

 a course design subsystem to structure this into learning materials for learners; 

 a subsystem that delivers the course to learners through media and technology; 

 tutors or teachers and other support staff who interact with learners as they study 

and interact with the material; 

 learners in their various environments;  and 

 a management subsystem to organise policy, needs assessment, and resource 

allocation; to quality assure outcomes; and to coordinate other subsystems. 

Figure 2.1 below represent these subsystems in a diagram format. Study it carefully to see 

how Moore and Kearsley organise the subsystems. 



 

OPEN SCHOOL SYSTEMS AND MODELS                                                                                                                                  Page | 36  
 

 

Fig 2.1: Moore and Kearsley’s systems for ODL (adapted from Moore & Kearsley, 2012)  

Let’s look at each of the subsystems in more detail. 
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Sources of Knowledge  

This sub-system manages content / subject specialists who must make decisions about the 

particular content to be taught. It is also responsible for scanning the social environment 

and target audiences in order to present needs assessments.  

Design of Materials 

Content, or subject matter, does not make materials. The content must be organised into a 

carefully designed structure to make it possible for the learner to learn effectively. There 

are a number of well-trained professionals required to make this happen. The content 

specialist is necessary, and so is an instructional designer, who has the knowledge and skills 

to organise the content according to what is known about learning and teaching theory and 

practice. 

Since the materials will be delivered by technology (whether in print, online, on DCDs or 

CDs and so on) the materials also need the input of specialists who know how to make the 

best use of each available technology. See figure 2.1 for a list of all possible technology 

specialists.  It is possible that the content specialist or instructional designer has the skills to 

complete these technology tasks, but it is unlikely that one staff member will have all three 

sets of skills. Moore and Kearsley are of the opinion that it is better to have specialists for 

each of these three responsibilities. The instructional designer assists the content 

specialists to decide about: 

 The objectives or outcomes. 

 The activities the learner should complete in order to meet the outcomes. 

 The layout of text and graphics. 

 The content of audio and audio-visual segments. 

 The questions for online chatroom, face-to-face, audio or video sessions with 

learners. 

The graphic designer, web producer, audio/video producers turn these ideas into high 

quality materials. 

Finally, editors and evaluation specialists are required for quality assurance. The subsystem 

will function the best when the staff member outlined above will work in a team 

Delivery of Materials and Learner-Interaction via Technologies 

In all education there is communication between learner and teacher, and in ODL the 

communication takes place through some kind of technology. You can see on figure 2.1 

Moore & Kearsley reminding us of the differences between media and technology and 
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listing the kinds of technology for communication available, grouped as synchronous – 

interactive; asynchronous – recorded; and broadcast - ethereal. You can see on the table in 

fig. 2.1 that the kinds of examples provided, such as access to the internet, computers, and 

videoconferencing, represent the kind of resource-rich context that countries of the global 

south cannot take for granted. 

Interaction with Learners 

Learners receive the materials distributed by technology, but they also need to 

communicate with especially tutors, who help learners make meaning of the structured 

learning in the materials. In a well-functioning system, the interaction between tutor and 

learners will be based on the questions and activities determined by the material designers. 

In the systems approach to ODL it is common for the materials to be tutored by individuals 

who have not been involved in the design of the materials. This is consistent with the idea 

of specialisation or division of labour common to the systems approach. 

You can see on the table in fig 2.1 that there are other people who communicate with 

learners: counsellors (for affective issues), administrative staff (for processes such as 

registration); librarians (for prescribed books or other resources); a help desk (for general 

enquiries); learning centre coordinators (to organise interactions with tutors).  

Learners in Their Learning Environment 

The learners in their learning environment are not controlled by the ODL organisation, yet it 

is a subsystem which is very much part of the ODL system. The learning environment has 

considerable impact on the subsystems that the ODL organisation does have control over.  

In the learning environment learners interact with the materials and with each other in a 

wide variety of places – at home, in a learning centre, at their workplace. Commuting to 

work in a taxi or car provide good opportunities for listening to an MP3 or CD, for example.  

Learners have many things that distract them from studying and it may be a challenge to 

find a place and a time that is good for studying. 

It is important for the program/course design subsystem to be aware of the challenges that 

learners face, because good design can contribute to the success of learning in the 

workplace or home in ways that include the following: 

 Materials should be designed in short, self-contained units, with frequent 

summaries, overviews, activities.  

 There is a need to link the subject knowledge, or content, with the learners’ real 

lives, their communities and workplaces by providing scenarios, case studies, and 

authentic examples. 
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 Materials should present learners with the opportunity to apply knowledge and 

skills to their own environment – life, work, community, and so on. 

 The learner interaction subsystem can contribute to effective learning by 

acknowledging that  

 Learning theories such as constructivism have shown that learners learn very 

effectively from one another, and need to be provided with opportunities to do so; 

 Adolescents and adult learners who haven’t studied for a long time, both need 

tutorial support. 

The learner interaction subsystem, therefore, should know enough about the learning 

environment to be able to meet learners’ needs to learn from each other and a tutor, either 

face-to-face or in a virtual or online environment such as chatrooms.  

Management and Administration 

From what we’ve learned above about the complexities of the subsystems above, you may 

have realised already that making all the pieces fit together and work effectively in an ODL 

system requires a considerable degree of  management sophistication, much more so than 

in any other education field. Management is responsible for all the subsystems we have 

discussed, as well as: 

 Needs assessment and prioritising. 

 Resource allocation and administration. 

 Recruitment and training of staff. 

 Control in terms of quality assurance, monitoring and evaluation. 

 Policy development and implementation. 

Administrative staff supports the managers by completing the tasks involved in the above. 

(Moore & Kearsley, 2012) 

You will agree that Moore & Kearsley provide us with a thorough overview of subsystems 

and how they fit together. Let us have a look at another version. Study the table in fig, 2.2 

below. 
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RUMBLE: SYSTEMS MODEL OF AN ODL INSTITUTION 

Ed du Vivier, in Handbook for OS managers (2009), provides us with a systems model of OS, 

based on work done by Greville Rumble, while Moore & Kearsley’s model is more general 

and written from an American perspective. Here’s du Vivier’s argument. 

Figure 2.2 : Rumble’s systems model for OS, sourced from (Du Vivier, 2009) 

In terms of their internal structures, open schools are organised in many different ways. 

Rumble (1986: 15–17) proposes a simple model that looks at the operations of ODL 

institutions in terms of four interrelated sub-systems. The value of such a model is that it 
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clearly identifies the main areas of activity in any open school and defines the relationships 

between them. It also suggests an analogy between a factory producing items for 

consumption and the “quasi-industrial processes” of an ODL institution. Just as in a factory, 

ODL involves the specialisation of tasks and the division of labour between different units. 

The four sub-systems in Rumble’s model are illustrated in Figure 2.2 and described below: 

• Materials sub-system: This includes all activities involved in developing, 

reproducing and distributing self-instructional materials, 

whether these are primarily print-based or involve other 

technologies.  

• Learner sub-system: Once learning materials have been produced, 

responsibility for learners is passed over to the student 

sub-system. This comprises all of the activities, staff and 

other resources that are involved in facilitating learning by 

students and managing their progress through a 

programme. 

• Logistical sub-system: The materials and student sub-systems are supported by 

other units that procure and manage resources for the 

institution. Those units which look after finances, human 

resources and information and communications 

technology constitute the logistical subsystem of any open 

school, college or university. 

• Regulatory sub-system: Finally, overall management and guidance are the 

responsibility of the regulatory sub-system. All activities 

related to strategic planning, policy formulation and 

monitoring of the institution’s performance in meeting its 

goals are part of this sub-system. 

The diagram in Figure 2.2 illustrates two things that are useful to understand about the 

systems approach. Firstly, the material and learner subsystems are shown to be 

surrounded or ‘enclosed’ by both the logistical and regulatory systems. This makes good 

sense, because all the components of the logistical and regulatory subsystems impact 

and interrelate with the materials and learner subsystems as well as with one another.  

Secondly, the diagram provides some indication of process and interaction through the 

use of arrows.  
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COMPONENTS OF A WORKING OPEN SCHOOLING SYSTEM 

At this point you have reviewed two different, but very similar, systems models for ODL/OS. 

Which one suits OS the best, or is it a case of combine the best of both models? 

You will agree that there are many more similarities than differences between Moore & 

Kearsley’s and Du Viviers’ model. In fact, apart from new technologies spelled out in the 

Moore & Kearsley’s model, the differences are mostly related to terminology, 

categorisation and detail. 

Du Vivier’s model is the one we’ll use in our discussions in the remainder of the module 

because it is aimed at Open Schooling. Also, the terminology as well as the categorisation is 

consistent with our wider context of Open Schooling. However, Moore & Kearsley’s model 

provides us with useful detail within the various categories. 

Study the table in fig 2.3 below where you’ll see the sub-system categories according to the 

du Vivier model in the left-hand column; explanatory detail in the middle column, using 

both models; and the lessons in the rest of this module that will deal with each subsystem 

in the last column.  

Subsystem Description Lesson 

Materials subsystem: 
design and development 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Materials subsystem: 
delivery (including 
production and 
distribution 

This subsystem: 

 Manages subject specialists; 

 Completes needs assessment; 

 Decides what to teach; 

 Develops materials using a wide variety of 
media and technologies; 

 Produces materials; 

 Delivers/distributes via any number of 
technologies  

 
(Moore & Kearsley’s ‘s Knowledge  (content) 
Sources; Program/Course Design; Delivery 
Subsystems belong here)  
 

 
2.2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.3 

Learner subsystem: 
tutorial support 

This subsystem includes: 

 Learning environment (home, workplace, 
study centre); 

 Admission & registration; 

 Learning centres/regional offices; 

 Tutorials; 

 Assessment; 

 Certification. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
3.1 
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Subsystem Description Lesson 

(Moore & Kearsley’s Interaction & Learning 
Environment Subsystems belong here) 

Logistical subsystem Administrative staff looking after:  

 ICTs 

 Human resources (recruitment and 
training); 

 Financial and other resource allocation and 
administration, including costing; 

 Administrative needs of other subsystem  
 (Moore & Kearsley makes  this subsystem part of 
their management subsystem)  

 
3.2 
 
 
 
 
3.3 

Regulatory subsystem Management, responsible for: 

 strategic planning;  

 policy formulation; 

 coordinating other subsystems; 

 monitoring and evaluation;  

 quality assurance 
(Moore & Kearsley‘s Management Subsystem 
belongs here) 

 
 
 
 
 
Unit 4 

Fig. 2.3 Open School systems, subsystems, components. 

Having studied fig 2.3 you may have noticed that some of the subsystems are very big and 

the components they contain could be subdivided into subsystems of their own. For 

example, in big organisations the financial and human resources components under the 

logistical subsystem often are subsystems on their own.  It often depends on the size and 

scope of a particular open school environment.   

Open Schools are not usually organised as neatly as in the table above. In real life the 

subsystems can take many forms - in fact, all Open Schools won’t necessarily subscribe to 

the systems approach. However, all Open Schools will have the subsystems in some form or 

another.  A useful way to see how an organisation organises itself is to look at its 

organogram. Study the organogram of a dual model teacher training program at the 

University of Fort Hare from Distance education and Open Learning in Sub-Saharan Africa: A 

Literature Survey  on Policy and Practice, a report written for ADEA (Association for the 

Development of Education In Africa), by SAIDE (South African Institute for Distance 

education), sponsored by COL in April 2002.  
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Figure 2.4: University Fort Hare Teacher Education Program Organogram. From SAIDE, 2002 

The organisational structure of the University of Fort Hare DE B.Ed programme in 2000 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* Abakhwezeli:  those “who keep the fire burning” 
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Reflection Activity 

Note your responses to the questions below in the course journal. 

1. Identify the subsystems in this organogram – where are the materials, learner, 

logistical and regulatory subsystems located? 

2. Following the arrows in the diagram, do you think that there is sufficient 

interaction between subsystems? Explain your response.  

 
In the Fort Hare teacher education programme it is straight-forward to find the materials 

subsystem (top left-hand block); the learner subsystem (the regional blocks down the right-

hand side). The evidence we have of the logistical subsystem is the block below the 

materials subsystem where finance, distribution, logistics and ICT are located. The 

regulatory subsystem is represented in the blocks at the top. 

The arrows indicate that there is direct interaction between the materials subsystem and 

the learner subsystem, which is good. The line management functions indicated by the 

arrows show that there is sufficient interaction there. However, the graphics and 

newsletter staff are not directly linked to either the materials subsystem or the learner 

subsystem (except through management), which could be problematic. Similarly, the 

librarian who presumably plays a crucial role in both material and learner subsystems is 

directly linked to neither, but rather via management. 

So how useful is an organogram to find out how subsystems interact? Complete the activity 

below. 

 
  Discussion Activity 

For this activity, we’ll use the NIOS case study which provides an organogram under 

Governance, p 113.  (Abrioux & Ferreira, 2009). To gather sufficient information about 

NIOS you may have to reread the case study. Make notes in your journal in preparation 

for the discussion. 

1. Study the organogram and identify the subsystems discussed above. 

2. How do the subsystems interact? 

3.  Discuss your finding with your online group if you are connected. If not, consult 

your colleagues.  

Post our responses in the discussion forum provided and review and respond to the 

postings of your peers.   
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SYSTEM MALFUNCTION 

In an ODL organisation that is systems-driven, everybody in the system works according to 

shared values and a grounded knowledge of how the whole system works. Therefore, when 

there is a problem, the entire system will feel it and react, signalling a need for immediate 

relief. A dysfunctional registration system, for example, can damage a whole year’s 

functioning of the OS, because: 

 Learners may not receive their materials on time. 

 Tutorial may not start in time. 

 Assignments may not be completed, submitted, marked and returned on time. 

 Examinations may not proceed as scheduled. 

Those outside the system may also notice the signs of malfunction, especially if the 

problem persists for a longer period. (Quality Assurance Toolkit for Open Schools, 2010) 

Discussion Activity 
1. Choose two of our four case studies to compare for this task. Read through both from 

beginning to end. Pay particular attention to the challenges. 
2. Make note of the challenges that are systemic, in other words, the result of system 

malfunction. Argue why you think this is the case for each of the challenges that you 
identify. 

Post your results in the discussion forum and review and provide feedback to your peers. 

 

Assignment 

Your task for this assignment is to find out how systemic your own OS is and to write a 

short piece on your findings. The following questions may be useful: 

1. Where are the subsystems located in your OS? If you can’t find an existing 

organogram, draw one up. Include it in your assignment. 

2. How do the subsystems interact?  

3. Where are the interdependencies? 

4. Have there been system malfunctions?  

5. How have these impacted the whole system? 

6. What proposals would you make to help the system function more efficiently?  

Submit your paper via the drop box for review and grading by your instructor 

 

LESSON SUMMARY 
In this lesson we examined the systems approach to ODL and Open Schooling by looking at 

two systems models and basing our work in the rest of this module on Rumble’s model with 

some detail from Moore and Kearsley’s model.  
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LESSON 2.2 – MATERIALS SUBSYSTEM: DESIGN AND DEVELOPMENT OF MATERIALS 

LESSON INTRODUCTION 
This lesson covers part of the materials subsystem, and in particular the design and 

development of materials. There are three broad approaches to materials design and 

development and these are discussed and examined in the case studies. 

Materials delivery will be discussed in the next lesson.  

LESSON OBJECTIVES 

Upon completion of this lesson you will be able to: 

1. Make an informed decision about the preferable approach to materials design and 

development in your own Open School 

2. Explore the case studies for their approach to materials design and development 

3. Outline the interdependencies this subsystem has with other subsystems and in 

particular the learner subsystem. 

MATERIALS DESIGN AND DEVELOPMENT IN THE CASE STUDIES 

Before examining the approaches to material development, let’s see what the case studies 

tell us about their materials design and development approaches.  

The information about materials design and development is contained under the heading 

Curriculum development and production model in the case studies. 

Reflection Activity  

Read the section Curriculum Development and Production Model in each case 

study.  As you read, make notes in the course journal about the following: 

   • The main and supporting media used in development of materials. 

   • The staff members involved. 

   • The process. 

   • Mention of the pedagogical approach used in developing materials. 

   • Challenges.   

Record your observations in your course journal. 

NAMCOL, NIOS and UPNG-OC all develop print materials as their primary delivery medium, 

with audio and some audiovisual supplementary support. VLN uses online learning, but still 

offers print (correspondence) as alternative for a small group of learners. 
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UNPG-OC lists the staff members involved in the development team as curriculum and 

subject specialists, instructional designers, media specialists and desktop publishers. 

NAMCOL uses a similar team. NIOS and VLN use the team approach as well, but don’t 

provide detail. In VLN the process is teacher-driven. 

NIOS provides an outline of the process they use when developing materials. There are nine 

steps, of which step (viii), ‘development of learning material, support material and audio-

visual aids’, can be unpacked into several more steps when we consider what it takes to 

draft, review, redraft, edit, finalise and reproduce materials. 

UPNG-OC offers an outline of their pedagogical approach, which encourages active learning 

through activities, case studies, self-assessment, and peer interaction.  

The challenges related to print materials development in NAMCOL, NIOS and OC all seem to 

be about the difficulties with this demanding, complex and labour-intensive subsystem: 

 Difficulty in finding and training course writers. 

 Difficulty in ensuring that course writers meet deadlines. 

 Quality assurance of materials. 

VLN’s challenge lies in the paradigm shift from a correspondence to an online model 

MATERIALS DESIGN AND DEVELOPMENT APPROACHES 

Ed du Vivier in The Open School Handbook (Du Vivier E. , 2009) outlines three approaches to 

provide learning materials to students. They are: 

 Developing materials from scratch, as NAMCOL, NIOS and UNPG-OC do; 

 Acquiring existing materials, as VLN does;  and 

 Adapting existing educational materials to meet target audience needs. 

Let’s have a look at each. 

DEVELOPING MATERIALS FROM SCRATCH 

The traditional way to develop a new correspondence course was to prepare either wrap-

around or self-contained materials from scratch. This approach involves employing one or 

more subject experts, on either a permanent or contract basis, to write the text. This is then 

edited and laid out for printing using computerised desktop publishing software. This 

process is lengthy and time consuming, as you will have gathered from the NIOS and 

NAMCOL case studies. 

Where two or more ODL institutions require self-study materials that follow a common 

curriculum, it is possible to share these materials. For example, during the 1980s open 
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schools in Botswana, Swaziland and Lesotho collaborated in the development of 

correspondence courses in Basic English and Basic Mathematics for learners who need to 

revise these subjects before progressing to further studies at the secondary level. These 

materials are still in use. 

The biggest drawbacks to this approach are time and cost. It is simply impossible to develop 

new materials from scratch in less than 12 to 18 months and, depending upon the 

availability of specialised staff, subject matter experts and their adherence to deadlines.   

Because ODL materials are so specialised, they can be expensive to make. Employing 

subject matter specialists to act as course writers and content editors can be quite costly, 

plus they need the support of instructional design experts. Finding the financial resources 

to cover these development costs can also be problematic, as they all arise before any 

learners have registered for the programme. Unless the funding arrangements for your 

open school make provision for the development of new courses, this expenditure must be 

financed out of savings or recurrent expenditure, since income from fees and per capita 

subsidies will only be forthcoming once the course has been launched.  Funding can also 

come from grants provided by external agencies and governments. 

ACQUIRING EXISTING STUDY MATERIALS 

A second approach is to purchase existing study materials from another ODL institution or 

academic publisher. The Commonwealth of Learning provides access to course materials 

that may be freely used and adapted (www.col.org/CourseMaterials). Many modern 

textbooks have adopted features of good ODL materials and can be used successfully for 

the purpose of self-study. For example, Cambridge University Press, in collaboration with 

the Namibian College of Open Learning, has developed a series of workbooks for the 

International General Certificate of Secondary Education. These are available at commercial 

rates from Cambridge University Press in South Africa. 

Increasingly, open schools offering secondary and basic education are adopting the 

technological tools pioneered by ODL institutions at the tertiary level, and this is having an 

impact on how content is developed and delivered to their students. In many cases, those 

responsible for designing ODL courses are no longer creating content from scratch, but are 

instead making use of the remarkable amount of content that is freely available in 

electronic form.  The Open Educational Resources movement is a major player in the 

distribution, re-purposing and re-use of existing educational materials.  More about this 

shortly. There are several ways in which this content can be acquired: 

 World Wide Web 

The World Wide Web offers a bewildering array of information on any conceivable 

topic. A simple search can yield thousands if not millions of web pages where 

reference is made to key words typed in the search box. While many of these 

references provide good and accurate information, some may be unreliable and the 
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majority are likely to be irrelevant. The task for those designing ODL courses is to 

identify websites that present the required information in the most straightforward 

and stimulating way and represent accurate academic content. They then give 

learners the website addresses and provide guidance on how to use these 

resources as productively as possible. This web-based approach is analogous to the 

wrap-around study guides of previous generations of delivery methods. 

 Open Educational Resources 

A second way of exploiting new technologies is to make use of open educational 

resources (OERs). OERs are learning materials that can be downloaded from the 

World Wide Web and used for educational purposes. Increasingly, both educational 

institutions and individual educators are posting content they have developed on 

the Web for others to make use of.  Pre-designed worksheets, exercises, units, 

modules and whole courses produced by content experts may be accessed at little 

or no charge, as long as the author or source is acknowledged and other copyright 

conditions are observed. Where students of a particular ODL institution do not have 

regular access to the Internet, OERs can be downloaded as computer files and 

reproduced on paper. Alternatively, content can be copied and pasted into pre-

formatted templates to conform to the institution’s house style before being sent 

for printing 

Since 2009, when our four case studies were published in Open Schooling in the 21st  

Century  (Abrioux & Ferreira, 2009), both NIOS (Naidu & Mishra, 2014) and 

NAMCOL (Ferreira, 2013) have started exploring OERs as an alternative to 

developing materials from scratch. Module 3: OER Design, Development and 

Publication deals exclusively with OERs. You are going to learn much in that module 

about OERs as an approach to materials development.  This module is published by 

COL as an OER. 

 Digital Textbooks 

Finally, a number of bodies have initiated projects to produce free digital textbooks 

in a range of subjects commonly taught in schools. Again, these textbooks are 

available online and can be downloaded onto a computer’s hard drive or onto a 

memory stick or flash drive. If students do not have regular access to a computer, 

these textbooks can be printed out and reproduced by either photocopying or 

other methods. 

The use of web-based resources has several advantages over the approach currently used 

by many open schools for developing paper-based study materials. Adopting this new 

approach could: 
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 Shorten the Materials Development Cycle 

It can take up to three years for new study materials to be drafted, edited, laid out 

and printed for distribution to learners. By utilising one or more of the approaches 

outlined above, this time can be reduced to six months or less. 

 Reduce Development Costs 

If an open school can acquire suitable study materials at little or no charge as is the 

case with OERs, it will not have to pay for course writing, content and language 

editing, or layout. This can result in considerable savings when compared to 

traditional approaches to developing courseware although some OERs may need to 

be re-purposed by instructors or content experts to meet the needs of their specific 

target audience. 

 Facilitate the Updating of Materials 

Updating ODL study materials should be done on a regular basis to accommodate 

any changes in the course curriculum or syllabus, as well as incorporating new 

developments in the subject as an academic discipline. Any time a web page is 

updated, the new version becomes available immediately, so there is no need to 

scrap existing materials and print new ones assuming the learners are viewing them 

online.   

 Ensure Higher Quality in Terms of Design and Layout 

Typically, OERs include many tried and tested features to enhance their pedagogical 

effectiveness. They also use templates that have been developed by professional 

web designers to incorporate features (such as different fonts and font sizes, 

navigation boxes, icons, etc.) that guide users through the materials. Even when 

OERs are printed off and reproduced as paper-based materials, their layout is 

superior to that in many paper-based workbooks or study guides supplied by open 

schools. 

The Introduction of web-based materials has changed the dynamics and economics of 

educational publishing. When materials were paper-based, content was the most important 

product, but it is no longer what ODL institutions are about. Instead, open schools can add 

value to the services they provide by supporting the learning process, as well as assessing 

and certifying its outcomes. 

Acquiring web-based study materials does not require a high degree of technology. Even if 

there is only one work station with Internet access in your institution, these resources can 

be downloaded for adaptation, layout and reproduction on paper. By getting involved in 

projects for producing open educational resources, open schools can also benefit from the 
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contributions of the Commonwealth of Learning and other partners, rather than duplicating 

the effort (and cost) of developing materials in each country. 

ADAPTING EXISTING MATERIALS 

The final approach for obtaining study materials is to acquire rights to existing materials 

and adapt these as required. Although this may seem like an attractive option, adapting 

existing materials may not always be the cheapest approach. Where the original materials 

are protected under an all-rights-reserved copyright, permission will need to be obtained 

from the copyright holder to use certain parts of the publication while changing others. 

Normally, this will also involve royalty payments to the copyright holder, either on a one-off 

or per-use basis. Moreover, when materials must be heavily edited to adapt them for use 

by a particular target group, this can be more time consuming (and therefore more costly) 

than drafting new materials from scratch. If the materials are paper-based, it may also be 

necessary to repeat the desktop publishing process after the content has been edited. 

With OERs, on the other hand, permission is usually given to adapt materials to suit your 

institution’s requirements. You may wish to rewrite parts of the text, add extra emphasis 

for certain points, and include additional examples that reflect a local context or devise 

more relevant self-instructional activities. As many OERs can be edited on the Web, these 

changes may not have any significant impact on their layout or other features. 

 (Du Vivier, 2009) 

SUBSYSTEM INTERDEPENDENCIES: MATERIALS AND LEARNER SUBSYSTEMS 

Below is a description of the integration required between materials and support from the 

South African Institute for Distance Education (SAIDE). 

The Course 

In good distance learning, the course, not the teacher, teaches the course. For this 

to happen successfully, it must be very much more than just a package of study 

materials. No matter how sophisticated it may be, a study package is still no more 

than well-presented print materials, visuals, experiment kits, audio files, and 

perhaps video files. The course requires a structure of learning that is designed 

into those materials. The course should incorporate these five basic elements. 

First, it contains conceptual pathways to mastery of its knowledge, 

conceptualising skills, and practical abilities. 

Second, it contains pedagogical strategies for helping the learner find his or her 

way through these pathways. This involves use of supportive and motivating 

elements like availability of tutor support that is part of the structured pathways. 

Physical resources for learning (places in which to meet, study and practice talking 

about the subject matter of the courses) must be available. As with tutor support, 
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they need to be both freely and their use planned into the course as the learners 

unfold it.  

Third, both summative and formative assessment should be integral to the 

learning process. That is, assessment cannot be ‘tacked-on’ at the end of a course. 

It should not be simply a test that merely confirms what a learner now knows and 

does not know. It must validly test the student’s achievement of all the objectives 

of the course and these will not have been expressed in terms of the knowledge 

the course will impart. 

Fourth, the materials and indeed the whole presentation of the course must 

excite, engage, and reward the students. 

Fifth, it must be designed to develop and sustain independence of thought and the 

capacity for continued self-education in learners. 

SAIDE, A well-functioning distance education, sourced from (Abrioux & Ferreira, 

2009) 

This quote contains a reflection of the systemic way in which a course or learning 

experience must be developed, with the materials and learner subsystems integrated 

seamlessly. It also provides us with two crucial aspects of learner support – tutorials and 

assessment. And lastly, it expresses good strong values about the quality of ODL 

materials. 

LESSON SUMMARY 

In this lesson you examined the materials development component of the material 

subsystem in the case studies. It then introduced you to three broad approaches to the 

material development component of the material subsystem.  

In the next lesson you’ll be introduced to the materials delivery component of the material 

subsystem. 
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LESSON 2.3 – MATERIALS SUBSYSTEM: DELIVERY 

LESSON INTRODUCTION 
In this lesson we’ll consider a number of factors influencing decisions about materials 

delivery methods and use those to evaluate the delivery technology used by the case 

studies. 

LESSON OBJECTIVES 

Upon completion of this lesson you will be able to evaluate the delivery component of the 

material subsystem in the case studies and your own OS in terms of cost, distribution, 

flexibility, reliability, security, access, learning experience 

CHOOSING THE MOST APPROPRIATE TECHNOLOGY FOR DELIVERING MATERIALS 
 

 

 

 

 

 

From the approaches to materials design and development that you studied in the previous 

lesson, you will agree that the materials delivery component depends to a large extent on 

the approach used for materials development. 

Du Vivier (2009) writes about the following factors to be considered when selecting an 

appropriate delivery technology: 

 Cost of reproducing materials. 

 Distribution. 

 Flexibility. 

 Reliability. 

 Security. 

 Access. 

 Learning experience. 

 Other benefits. 

Let’s explore each one. 

COST OF REPRODUCING MATERIALS 

One of the reasons why paper-based materials are still used so widely for ODL courses is 

that they are generally much cheaper to reproduce and distribute. However, the unit costs 

Reflection Activity 

Read the section titled Course Delivery Model in the four case studies (Abrioux & 

Ferreira, 2009). 

1. Make notes in the course journal about the delivery technologies used in 

each case study. 

2. What delivery technologies are used in your OS? 
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of reproduction are dependent upon the number of copies required and the technology 

that is used. In general, the cost per page for offset printing is lower than for bulk 

photocopying or digital copying. However, this is true only when more than a certain 

number of copies are made. For lower volumes, photocopying is cheaper per page. Using a 

computer printer is normally the most expensive way to reproduce materials on a page-by-

page basis. 

However, as the price of personal computers, laptops and other portable electronic devices 

continues to decline, delivering learning content through these technologies has become 

less and less costly. For example, a recent analysis of expenditures on printing booklets for 

the senior secondary programme at the Lesotho Distance Teaching Centre indicated that it 

is now cheaper to supply each learner with a low-cost laptop pre-loaded with learning 

materials for the full course of six subjects (Du Vivier, 2008b: 21).  With this technology, 

there is virtually no cost to reproduce materials, apart from staff time spent in pre-loading 

files onto the device. The cost of the laptop itself is recouped through savings on printing 

costs. As the cost of these electronic devices is reduced and their reliability improves, this 

option will become increasingly cost-effective. 

We’ll look again at this cost element in Lesson 3.3. 

DISTRIBUTION 

Distributing paper-based materials through the post is sometimes problematic, particularly 

in countries where mail is not delivered to people’s homes or where mail delivery is not 

reliable or timely. Posting a packet of materials can be quite costly and delays in delivery 

can be frequent. Learners may not have an address or post office box of their own, relying 

instead on family members or acquaintances to receive their deliveries. For those living in 

rural areas, collecting materials from a post office can involve a considerable journey to a 

larger town or district centre. For these reasons, many open schools distribute materials 

either at the time and place of registration or during the first face-to-face contact session. 

UNPG-OC uses this approach.   

Second generation ODL technologies have enabled learning content to be delivered in the 

form of audio and video. Radio and television broadcasts can overcome some of the 

problems encountered in distributing paper-based materials, though learners can miss out 

if they are not near a working radio or television at the right time.  Radio and television 

delivery must also be supported by print materials.  By agreement with the National 

Broadcaster, NAMCOL supplements its printed materials with radio programmes. Many 

open schools distribute audio cassette tapes/CDs and video cassettes/DVDs in order to 

allow their learners to use such content asynchronously. However, the distribution of 

content in this form is constrained by the same factors affecting paper-based study 

materials. 
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Where multimedia laptops are supplied with pre-loaded content, there is no need for 

learners to have access to other devices (such as radio-cassette/CD players or televisions 

and VCRs/DVD players) to receive broadcasts or play back learning materials delivered 

through these media. In order to hand over laptops, both learners and open school staff 

must be in the same place at the same time, but this can be done at the time of 

registration. Moreover, the cost of transporting these devices to distribution points may be 

less than for paper-based study materials. Updating files in a digital format or supplying 

supplementary content is relatively cheap and straightforward when learners are using 

laptops and have access to an Internet connection. Failing that, files can be downloaded 

from memory sticks or flash drives. Delivering content in digital format can also reduce the 

time it takes for reproduction and distribution, which can take up to six months for paper 

workbooks or study guides.  Using these methods learners must have considerable 

technology literacy. 

Before we continue with flexibility as a factor, let’s consider how very close the material 

development component is to the material delivery component in the online materials 

subsystem. The following quote is about the VLN, but from a different COL source – Open 

Schooling with Open educational resources: Opening doors, creating opportunity (2013) 

edited by Frances Ferreira and Cindy Gauthier. The quote, from the introduction written by 

Gauthier, provides us with an interesting description of how the materials were developed 

by individual teachers and almost immediately – and sometimes simultaneously - delivered 

online.    
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FLEXIBILITY 

Of all the current technologies for delivering ODL courses, paper-based materials offer the 

highest degree of flexibility for learners. They are convenient to transport and can be used 

almost anywhere that is dry and well-lit, even when travelling or out of doors. Unlike other 

delivery systems, no other technology is required to study a paper booklet, nor is a reliable 

source of electricity needed to power or recharge the device. That said, various alternatives 

to mains electricity are now available to power laptops or other hardware for delivering 

electronic content, including clockwork mechanisms, hand-cranked or bicycle pedal 

generators, and solar cells. 

RELIABILITY 

Paper-based materials also come out on top in terms of their reliability. A workbook or 

study guide can still be used after being dropped in a mud puddle. The same may not be 

true for a laptop or other electronic device. If a booklet is missing some pages, it is 

VLN developed approximately 90 secondary courses over a ten-year period using a 

supplementary approach. By the end of that first decade of the 21st century, most of 

those courses had gone through multiple revisions and improvements, as part of a series 

of changes that had not been possible with courses that were centrally written and 

distributed. 

In the case of the teachers at VLN, course writing was done “off the corner of their 

desks,” as there was no means to pay teachers for this work or provide them with 

compensatory time. They used every available moment to work on the new courses, all 

while continuing to teach full-time. Sometimes they opted to work on the material while 

on holiday or at weekends. No dedicated time was set aside for it and no resources were 

in place beyond two initial pilot years where key staff were hired to support curriculum 

development and instructional design. To their credit, educators were willing to take on 

these complex tasks in addition to full-time teaching work. They did so, and continue to 

do so, to create the materials that are wanted and needed by learners. 

The teachers were greatly motivated by a transitioning sense of ownership. To be directly 

involved in the content provided to learners is engaging for teachers. To create a quality 

resource with great instructional value is professional development at its finest. It was 

not uncommon for a teacher to be developing or revising a course and learning how to 

do the work of course development while active learners were already enrolled in earlier 

parts of the course. Certainly, this is not a recommended way of achieving timeline goals 

for development, as the pressures can be immense and the consequences of not meeting 

completion goals will directly affect the learners and the institution. However, the 

immediate needs of learners were a considerable driving force in the production of 

course materials. 

(Ferreira, 2013) 
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relatively cheap and easy to replace it with another one. Debugging or repairing a 

computer, laptop or other portable hardware is expensive and time-consuming. 

SECURITY 

When learning content is provided through paper booklets, issues of security generally do 

not arise. A study guide or workbook is unlikely to be stolen, whereas an audio player, 

television or laptop will need to be secured. Likewise, paper study guides and workbooks 

cannot be corrupted by computer viruses. 

ACCESS 

Audio and (to a lesser extent) video materials have an advantage over printed booklets for 

learners who are visually impaired and who can listen to a spoken commentary. In addition, 

audio materials can be invaluable as supplementary resources for those who are just 

learning to read for the first time or starting to pick up another language. Delivery systems 

using multimedia devices share the advantages of audio and video. In addition, the display 

settings on some computers can be easily modified to enhance the readability of print for 

visually impaired users. However, you will remember from a couple of the case studies that 

access to computers and the internet can be problematic in developing countries. 

LEARNING EXPERIENCE 

Resources provided on laptops are typically media-rich, which means they incorporate 

colourful diagrams, illustrations, photographs, audio and/or video clips and, possibly, 

interactive activities. If these are linked to other resources on the World Wide Web, then 

learners can access a virtual library of additional information on the topic they are studying. 

When compared to existing paper based materials used for many ODL programmes, these 

digital resources are more effective in engaging a learner’s attention and can provide a 

richer variety of learning experiences. This we know from the VLN case study where 

learners prefer the online version of the materials over the correspondence version. 

OTHER BENEFITS OF ONLINE DELIVERY 

When laptops are supplied as part of the study package for a course or programme, both 

the open school and its learners can benefit in other ways. Many aspects of course 

administration can be carried out remotely through an Internet connection. Learners can 

collaborate with one another in study groups or for group projects via e-mail. They can also 

submit assignments and receive feedback from their tutors. In the process, learners will 

acquire basic computer skills that may enhance their employability in the labour market. 

Ultimately, a decision on the most appropriate technology to adopt for delivering a course 

or programme will depend upon the characteristics of the target group, the prevailing 

circumstances in the areas where they live and the relative weight given to each of the 

factors described above. 

(Du Vivier, 2009) 
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LESSON SUMMARY 
In this lesson on the subsystem materials delivery you were presented with a range of 

technologies for delivery purposes, measured against a number of factors – cost, 

distribution, flexibility, reliability, security, access and learning experience.  

 

 

  

Reflection Activity 

Reflect about your ideal OS model. What decisions would you make about 

 the materials development approach and 

 the materials development delivery technologies 

for your context and your target audience?  Record your response in your course 

journal. 
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UNIT TWO – SUMMARY 

ASSIGNMENTS AND ACTIVITIES 
There are several activities and one assignment in Unit 2. The latter required of you to 

determine how systemic your OS is. 

DISCUSSION 

The two discussion activities in this unit deal respectively with subsystem interaction at 

NIOS and the interdependencies between the materials development components of the 

materials subsystem. 

SUMMARY 

Unit 2 started with the argument that the systems approach is very useful for Open 

Schooling, because it allows for the meaningful organisation of very complex interactions 

and interdependencies between various subsystems. You then learned that there are 

different systems models for ODL, and that one of these is most suitable for our purposes. 

The model that we used and will use in the rest of the module consists of four big 

subsystems, each of which contains a number of components.  You worked with the model 

by applying it to NIOS and your own OS. 

You were then introduced to two components of the material subsystem: material 

development and material delivery. 

NEXT STEPS 

In Unit 3 we continue exploring specific components of the remaining three subsystems. 
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UNIT THREE - OPEN SCHOOLING SUB-SYSTEMS 

UNIT INTRODUCTION 

This unit continues our discussion about Open Schooling subsystems. In the previous unit 

we examined the systems approach to the organisation of Open Schools and identified four 

subsystems: the materials, learner, logistical and regulatory subsystems. The previous unit 

also looked at the materials subsystem. In this unit we continue with the three remaining 

subsystems. We will discuss tutorials as component of the learner subsystem in Unit 3.1; 

ICTs as component of the logistical subsystem in Unit 3.2 and costing as the component of 

the regulatory subsystem in Unit 3.3. 

UNIT OBJECTIVES 

Upon completion of this unit you will be able to: 

1. Examine, in the case studies as well as your own Open School, 

 the tutorial component of the learner subsystem; 

 the ICT component of the logistical subsystem; and 

 the costing component of the regulatory subsystem.  

2. Identify interdependencies between subsystems. 

3. Contribute to an online discussion about ICT infrastructure levels in the case studies 

and your own Open School. 

UNIT READINGS 

As you complete this unit you are required to read parts of the following chapters/articles: 

Abrioux, D.A.M.X. and Ferreira, F. (eds) 2009. Open Schooling in the 21st Century. 

Commonwealth of Learning. Available at: 

http://oasis.col.org/bitstream/handle/11599/81/pub_PS_OpenSchooling_web.pdf?sequ

ence=1&isAllowed=y 

ASSIGNMENTS AND ACTIVITIES 

There are several activities and one assignment in this unit. 

 

 

 

  

http://oasis.col.org/bitstream/handle/11599/81/pub_PS_OpenSchooling_web.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
http://oasis.col.org/bitstream/handle/11599/81/pub_PS_OpenSchooling_web.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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LESSON 3.1 – LEARNER SUBSYSTEM  

LESSON INTRODUCTION 
Lesson 3.1 is concerned with one – very important - component of the learner subsystem in 

Open Schooling, namely tutorials, asynchronous and synchronous.  

LESSON OBJECTIVES 

Upon completion of this lesson, you should be able to  

1. Describe synchronous and asynchronous tutorials as component of the learner 

subsystem in the four case studies and your own Open School. 

2. Outline the tutor-marked assignment component of asynchronous tutorials and its 

interconnectedness with other subsystems in your own Open School 

3. Discuss malfunctions in the tutorial component of the learner subsystems in the 

four case studies. 

THE LEARNER SUBSYSTEM  

You will remember from the work we did in Lesson 2.1 that the learner sub-system includes 

the following: 

 The environment in which the learners find themselves – their life world, 

workplace, community – because this is where they interact with the materials. It is 

therefore important for OS systems to continually monitor the learners’ 

environment in order to make the learning applicable and contextually relevant.  

 Tutors, who help learners, make meaning of the structured learning in the 

materials. In a well-functioning system, the interaction between tutor and learners 

will be based on the questions and activities determined by the material designers, 

including summative assessment. 

 Other OS staff members who interact with learners according to their needs: 

administrative staff (for processes such as registration and materials distribution); 

counsellors (for affective issues); learning centre coordinators (to organise sessions 

with tutors) and so on. 

Module 5: Student and faculty Support in Open Schools deals in detail with the various kinds 

of support learners should have in OS. In this lesson, we explore tutorial support. 

TUTORIAL SUPPORT 
Tutorial support is an indispensable part of the pedagogical strategies of delivering a course 

to help learners find their way through the materials. Although tutors are just one means of 

supporting learners, they are widely seen by both learners and other stakeholders as the 

single most important component of a support system (Freeman, 2004: 117). According to 

Richard Freeman, learners seem to value tutorials both for social and instrumental reasons. 

Their top reasons in a survey were: 
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 Meeting their tutors. 

 Discussing the course. 

 Getting help with difficulties. 

 Meeting fellow learners. 

 Discussing assignments. 

 Having a place to study. 

 Getting help with pacing. 

(Freeman, 2004) 

Du Viviers (2009) confirms this, writing that learners place a high value on contact with 

tutors, particularly when it comes to explaining aspects of a course that are still unclear 

after reading the study materials provided. In addition, as experts in a particular subject, 

tutors can provide a broader view and additional examples to illustrate particular topics. 

They can also provide individual feedback on written work so that learners can improve 

their performance. 

We’ll look at tutorial support as asynchronous and synchronous support. But first a few 

crucial issues regarding tutorial support according to du Vivier (Du Vivier E. , 2009): 

TUTORIAL COST 

From the point of view of an open school or college, providing tutor and facilitator support 

is very costly, accounting for as much as 30 per cent of expenditure on ODL programmes 

(Rumble, 1997: 119). For these reasons, decisions about how to provide tutorial support 

and how frequently such contact will take place should only be made after careful 

consideration of both costs and benefits. 

ODL TUTORIALS VS CONVENTIONAL TUTORIALS  

The functions carried out by ODL tutors are distinctly different from those traditionally 

performed by classroom teachers in conventional schools. In the past, classroom teachers 

took full responsibility for planning a programme in line with the curriculum, and selecting 

and preparing content, which was delivered through didactic methods such as “chalk-and-

talk.” This approach creates a situation where students are largely dependent upon their 

teachers to tell them what to learn, how to learn it and when it has been learnt 

satisfactorily.  

TUTORIAL PROBLEMS 

When learners study through ODL methods, the same level of dependence is not 

sustainable. Most of the people who study with open schools do so voluntarily. They thus 

have greater freedom to decide what they want to learn, how best to go about this and (to 

some extent) when they have had enough learning. Because learners have only 

intermittent contact with a tutor, the entire curriculum cannot be covered in the time 

available for normal tutorials. This means that most of the learning that students engage in 
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is between contact sessions. As a result, the most effective role that a tutor can adopt is 

that of a resource person, advisor, mentor or learning facilitator. 

However, there can be tremendous resistance to this new model of tutoring and learning. 

Where teachers from conventional schools or colleges are employed to act as tutors, they 

frequently have difficulty understanding and adjusting to the new role. The NAMCOL case 

study expresses this challenge. Normally, this topic forms a central part of any training 

programme for tutors. New ODL learners often expect the same style of teaching that they 

experienced at school and adopt a passive stance in interactions with tutors. When tutors 

experiment with a facilitative approach, learners may even complain that such teaching is 

inferior (Rogers, 1986: 123– 130). For this reason, open schools must plan ways to prepare 

their learners (as well as their families and other stakeholders) for what to expect, by 

highlighting the differences between studying through ODL methods and attending a 

conventional educational institution.  This is often done through new student orientation 

sessions. 

Regardless of the approach adopted by tutors, they can interact with learners in many 

different ways. Typically, the methods of carrying out these interactions are classified as 

either face-to-face or distance tutoring. The latter category can be further subdivided on 

the basis of the technology used to bridge the divide. However, what really determines how 

tutors support learners, is whether their interactions take place at the same time 

(synchronous) or at different times (asynchronous). 

ASYNCHRONOUS TUTORING  

When a tutor makes an intervention and there is a delay before the learner or learners 

respond, this is referred to as asynchronous tutoring. This can happen when tutors and 

learners correspond with each other by post, by e-mail or online at different times through 

discussion forums and email. In many cases these are one-to-one interactions that enable 

an individual learner to ask questions, have things explained, obtain feedback on work 

completed and assess progress made. But the questions presented and the feedback 

provided are done at different times.  There is no direct conversation with the tutor and 

learner.   

However, it is also possible to involve other learners through techniques such as threaded 

e-mail discussion. This involves the tutor posting a question or series of questions on the 

institution’s learning management system or virtual learning environment. All of the 

learners in a particular course are notified of this posting and given instructions on how to 

reply within a given time period. Learners can then add their own replies or comment on 

the replies of other learners whenever they can find time before the deadline. 

While asynchronous tutoring allows a certain level of interaction, the delays in 

communication pose significant constraints. Synchronous communication (two way 

communications at the same time) enables both tutor and learner to fine-tune the 
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interaction by asking supplementary questions, clarifying points of confusion as they arise, 

checking for understanding and providing additional information as required. Asynchronous 

communication makes the tutor-learner interaction more laborious and less effective. 

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT: MARKING ASSIGNMENTS 

Formative assessment – the marking of assignments - is a particularly important form of 

tutorial support. This is because a learner can, by submitting and receiving back a marked 

assignment, 

 gauge their progress through the course; 

 get valuable feedback from the tutor about knowledge and skills acquisition; and 

 through careful design of assignment tasks, apply knowledge to their own lives, 

reinforcing lifelong learning. 

This specialised form of asynchronous tutoring is complicated by distance but is a critically 

important part of a tutor’s work because it may be the only individual feedback that ODL 

learners receive during the course of their studies. In a survey that asked learners to 

identify the most important types of help they received from their tutors, the three items 

that received the highest ratings were: 

 identifying errors in written work; 

 advising on what constitutes a good answer;  and 

 identifying good points in written work. 

All of these are related to the marking of assignment. Because such formalised feedback 

plays an essential role in helping learners improve their performance, most open schools 

make provision for assignments to be marked even when other forms of tutorial support 

are not available. 

Because reading and marking an assignment usually takes some time, this activity is 

normally carried out asynchronously. However, if a learner has questions about what a 

tutor has written, obtaining clarification can be very time-consuming and frustrating unless 

the learner can discuss it synchronously with the tutor, either face to face, over the 

telephone or through technology mediated interactions. (Freeman, 2004) 

All the good work with tutor marked assignments, providing learners with comments on 

their work, is potentially wasted if the assignment turn-around time is too long. A rule of 

thumb is that it must not take longer than two weeks for learners to receive back their 

marked assignment. Longer than that, and learners loose motivation and interest – apart 

from the fact that they will have moved on with other learning materials. 

Here’s a description of the formative assessment strategy used at UPNG-OC. 
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‘Assessment is an integral rather than separate part of the linear instructional process 

for promoting and supporting students’ learning. Formative assessment is carefully 

designed to identify the development of knowledge and skills, and to catch any 

deficiencies in these areas. Students continuously reflect on their learning process and 

correct or improve their understanding of the subject. 

‘Formative assessment, also known as ‘progression assessment’, is designed to help 

students understand their weaknesses and strengths as well as how they are 

progressing through topics and logically integrated sub-themes (a combination of four 

out of five course topics). Each course is divided into three blocks of logically integrated 

topics. Students are required to work on a set of activities as they study each topic of 

each course. These are sequentially and logically arranged for a 12-week study period. 

This process ensures that the students reconfirm their learning achievements against 

the learning objectives identified for each of the topics and address any learning 

problems before it is too late. Students submit three assignments at the end of study of 

each of the sub-themes by the end of the 4th, 8th and 12th weeks of the study period. 

Each assignment is designed to assess the learning achievements in respect of sub-

themes and improve learning outcomes. 

‘Learners receive information on assessment during the induction and orientation 

programme at the beginning of the academic year. Tutors are also required to explain 

the assessment requirement and assessment task schedule to students at the beginning 

of study of each course. To maintain consistency and accuracy in marking assignments, 

markers/tutors receive marking guides for each assessment task. 

‘There is a positive correlation between the performance of assessment and timely 

feedback with appropriate comments and suggestions in enhancing students’ learning 

(Race, Brown and Smith, 2005). Providing feedback ensures that learners think about, 

reflect on and evaluate their level of acquired knowledge and skills (Yusof et al., 2009). 

The turnaround time for marking an assignment is a maximum of two weeks and 

preferably one week. The study centre administrator carefully monitors the return of 

marked assignments to the learners, including appropriate feedback. About 5% of the 

marked assignments should be reviewed by the course coordinator. However, limited 

staffing hours can affect the review of marked assignments’. (From COL. 2010. Quality 

Assurance Toolkit for Open Schools) 
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Discussion Activity 

1. Reflect about the tutor-marked assignment component in your Open School and 

note in the course journal how it functions and the process involved especially that 

of getting assignments back to students in good time. 

2. In order for the assignment component in the learner subsystem of your OS to be 

effective, which components of other subsystems are essential to communicate 

and interact with?  Note your response in the course journal. 

Post your responses to the questions and discuss your findings with your fellow 

students if you are connected.  

    
SYNCHRONOUS TUTORING 

Synchronous tutoring occurs when there are no (or only minimal) delays in the interaction 

and communications between tutors and learners. This generally allows more spontaneous 

and effective communication to take place.  

TUTORIAL CENTRES 

When an open school or college arranges for face-to-face tutorials in venues other than its 

main campus, these are often referred to as tutorial centres or learning centres often 

located in rural communities supported by the OS institution. Contact sessions usually take 

place in existing buildings – typically schools or community centres. Tutorials are scheduled 

in the afternoons, in the evenings or at weekends when the facilities are not being used 

and when learners who are employed are free to attend. Alternatively, tuition can be 

provided during holiday periods when school-based learners are on vacation.  Some ODL 

institutions create permanent learning centres.  The University of West Indies supports 

over 43 learning centres in 15 different countries. 

You will remember from reading the case study that NAMCOL regards its decentralised 

nature as one of its greatest strengths. Their tutorial centre approach registers about 

28,000 learners per year in its Secondary Education Programme. At the beginning of the 

academic year, part-time officials are appointed on a contract basis to register learners at 

roughly 100 enrolment points or centres. These venues are confirmed as tuition centres 

only if a minimum number of learners register for the same combination of subjects. The 

enrolment officer then becomes the Head of Centre, with responsibility for: 

 distributing study materials; 

 timetabling tuition, recruiting subject tutors (as required) and supervising their 

work;  and 

 administering the assignment process (including receiving assignments from 

learners, passing them to tutors for marking, recording these marks, taking a 

sample of the assignments for moderation and returning marked assignments to 

learners). 
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NAMCOL learners receive about three hours of face-to-face tuition per week in each 

subject. Until recently learners also sat for mock examinations in each subject to improve 

their exam-writing technique and identify topics for revision, but this service was 

discontinued because it proved too costly. Centre heads and tutors are paid only for the 

hours they work, at a fixed hourly rate. Where these tutorial centres are based in 

government schools, no rent is paid for use of the facilities. However, NAMCOL does make 

a modest contribution for each learner to cover the additional running costs incurred by 

the school. (Du Vivier, 2009) 

NIOS runs an impressive 3268 centres which provide a big range of support services to 

students. They provide Personal Contact Programmes of 30 hours for non-science learners 

and 35 hours for science learners, mostly over weekends and public holidays. For 

vocational courses the contact hours are considerably more. (Rumble & Koul, 2007) 

UPNG-OC also has a network of study centres across the country, providing pre-

registration and registration support, orientation sessions for new intakes, and weekly 

tutorial sessions.   

TECHNOLOGY-MEDIATED TUTORIALS 

Even when tutors are separated from their learners by long distances, it is still possible to 

provide synchronous communication using a variety of technologies.  

Some open schools have been using telephones for many years to provide tutorial support, 

either on a one-to-one basis or with small groups through conference calls. Although most 

learners prefer face-to-face tuition, telephone mediated tutorials can provide a much more 

cost-effective option where distances are large. 

However, learners may find it difficult to maintain concentration for extended periods 

when they can’t see their tutor or other participants. It can also be extremely demanding 

for the tutor. In addition, there are inherent constraints in using a technology that allows 

only for audio communication when dealing with subjects that require visual inputs. 

Although learners can be supplied with prepared diagrams or illustrations with their study 

materials, telephone-mediated communication poses additional difficulties when tutoring 

in mathematics, sciences, and practical and vocational subjects (Freeman, 2004: 135–137). 

It is also possible for a tutor to interact synchronously with learners using an Internet chat 

room. Essentially, this is a discussion via e-mail where each contributor logs on to a 

reserved area of the institution’s virtual learning environment or learning management 

system and takes part though instant messaging. However, this technology shares many of 

the limitations of telephone tutorials. In addition, it can be very frustrating for those who 

are unfamiliar with computers or have yet to master the keyboard. For these reasons, this 

form of tuition is probably feasible only for one-to-one or small group interactions. VLN 

provides individual online tutoring during scheduled times when teachers are available to 

assist learners.   
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Some ODL institutions have invested heavily in facilities for video-conferencing, in order to 

provide both audio and video communication between tutors and learners. Earlier forms of 

this technology only allowed information to flow in one direction, from tutor to learner, 

and were little better than conventional videotapes or DVDs. However, in the last decade, 

video-conferencing has become more interactive and it now allows for two-way 

communication that is second only to face-to-face tuition. At the same time, such systems 

require considerable expenditure to set up and maintain. For this reason they may be 

prohibitively expensive for many open schools. 

Web-conferencing using computer workstations with microphones and web cameras 

linked to a high-speed Internet connection offers a lower cost alternative. However, the 

images available through this technology are not as good as those provided by video-

conferencing equipment, though the quality of video-streaming on the Internet is 

improving all the time. 

(Du Vivier, 2009) 

Activity 

For this activity you need to read the Assessment and Student Support sections of the 

case studies, paying particular attention to the challenges. You also need think about 

the asynchronous and synchronous components or your own OS. Note your responses 

in the course journal. 

1. Complete the table below with the information you gathered. 

2. Analyse your findings - what pattern of similar challenges across all the Open 

Schools can you identify and explain? How are these challenges related to system 

malfunctions? 

Enter your findings in your course journal. 

 

 Asynchronous tutorial support 

challenges 

Synchronous tutorial support 

challenges 

NAMCOL  

 

 

NIOS  

 

 

UPNG-OC   
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VLN  

 

 

Your OS  

 

 

 

Reflection Activity 

For your ideal OD model, what kind of synchronous and asynchronous tutorials 

would you design in your context and for your target audience? 

Record your response in your course journal. 

 

LESSON SUMMARY 

In this lesson we discussed the learner subsystem in Open Schooling through the 

component of tutorial support. We examined synchronous (tutorials offered at tutorial 

centres and technology-mediated tutorials) and asynchronous tutorial support including 

the tutor-marked assignments as a crucial form of learner support. 

In the next lesson we’ll examine ICTs as component of the logistical subsystem. 
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LESSON 3.2 – LOGISTICAL SUBSYSTEM: ICTS 

LESSON INTRODUCTION 
We will spend some time in this lesson on information and communication technologies 

(ICTs) as part of the logistical subsystem in OS. Benefits and challenges of ICTs will be 

discussed, as well as the different levels of ICT infrastructure. 

LESSON OBJECTIVES 

Upon completion of this lesson, you should be able to 

1. Discuss the benefits and challenges of ICTs for your Open School 

2. Describe the ICT infrastructure levels in the case studies and your Open School 

LOGISTICAL SUBSYSTEM 

You will remember from Lesson 2.1 that the materials and learner sub-systems are 

supported by other units that procure and manage resources for the institution. These units 

include those which look after finances, human resources and information and 

communications technology (ICT) and they constitute the logistical subsystem of any open 

school, college or university. In this lesson we will focus on one unit, namely the one that 

looks after ICTs. 

THE LEARNING AND TEACHING BENEFITS OF ICTS IN OS  
According to Margaret Haughey and Brian Stewart in Open Schooling for the 20th Century 

(Abrioux & Ferreira, 2009), ICT can be used to provide access to high quality resources 

thereby benefitting all who can access the same level of information. Even where the Web 

is not available, all learners who have access to a computer and CDs or DVDs can access the 

same high quality information. 

Where the Web is available to all learners, 

 learners can become involved in the learning by communicating with other 

learners; 

 interacting more with each other over any geographical distance can increase 

learners’ motivation and level of involvement; 

 the time-space barrier is removed and there are none of the limitations of space in 

physical rooms. More learners than ever before can be reached with the courses; 

 learners can make local knowledge available, extending knowledge generally; 

 there is opportunity for learners to take bigger responsibility for their own learning; 

and 

 the teachers’ knowledge and skills can be enhanced. 

For secondary school students, the local learning centre will remain a major source of 

advice and assistance. Yet, while it is likely to be where the student will access ICT 
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resources, the student can also participate through e-mail or mobile phone with learners 

elsewhere and receive expert guidance on matters that cannot be solved locally. 

However, perhaps the key benefit of online learning is its ability to provide sustainable 

education to economically disadvantaged learners, because it 

 can be scaled efficiently; 

 offers access to learners not in the immediate environs of a teaching location; 

 provides access to those who cannot attend schools because of their requirement 

to contribute to the family’s income; and 

 ensures that the economic circumstances of families do not determine the 

educational level of their children. 

By so doing, online learning can act as a critical enabler to improving the well- being, both 

materially and culturally, of those who choose to adopt and enthusiastically make use of its 

transformational capabilities. 

(Abrioux & Ferreira, 2009) 

OTHER BENEFITS OF ICTS IN OS 

Outside of the learning and teaching environment, ICTs have various benefits for other 

subsystems in Open Schooling systems by providing: 

 Learner system – demographic information; registration process; assessment 

records 

 Staff system – records, salaries; 

 Communication within and outside organisations - email, intranet, internet; 

 A source for information for research. 

ICTs can therefore provide for the possibilities for expanding educational opportunities and 

enhancing the quality of the educational experience. However, there are several challenges. 

THE CHALLENGES OF ICTS FOR OS 

ICTs are often seen as a quick-fix response to a range of problems. Haughey and Stewart 

(Abrioux & Ferreira, 2009) warn against this, arguing rather for careful planning. One 

pertinent challenge to plan for is the fast and constantly changing world of digital 

technologies. They articulate this fast changing world this way: 

The world of digital technologies is changing rapidly as more people explore its 

capabilities and new innovations make obsolete what seemed like a state-of-

the-art response just a year or so previously. Today, earlier technologies such 

as television and radio now use Internet technologies to reach customers, and 

technologies such as CD-ROMs (which largely replaced vinyl music records) are 

now being replaced by online technologies. Telephone and telephone wires are 
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being replaced by the cellphone and wireless connections using satellites, and 

even the telephone is no longer used just for transmitting and receiving voice 

but has also become a major mobile device for a widening range of text and 

multimedia services.  

(Abrioux & Ferreira, 2009) 

Six years later, in 2015, we can add several inventions in ICT that have changed 

communication world-wide, such as the ever-evolving mobile phone applications, the 

explosion of Facebook usage world-wide, Skyping and many more. The ‘Arab Spring’ of 

2011 was essentially spread via these technologies.  

These three challenges must be kept in mind: 

 The biggest challenge facing organisations that want to use ICT in OS is how to 

create and implement a solid plan while still remaining open to these constant 

changes and innovations.  

 The next big challenge is that resources and finances for implementation can dry 

up. 

 And then it is very important that all plans for ICT implementation take into 

consideration their own socio-cultural, economic and political contexts. 

(Abrioux & Ferreira, 2009) 

ICT INFRASTRUCTURE 

It is important to understand the ICT infrastructure of an Open School, because it provides a 

good overview of how the ICT subsystem can support and carry other subsystems. Haughey 

and Stewart (Abrioux & Ferreira, 2009) propose the following infrastructure: 

The first questions to be asked are what services are required, how many users will be 

provided for within a given timeframe, and to what level such services should be provided. 

These may appear simpler to answer than they really are. To effectively plan for all levels, it 

takes some understanding of the “IT stack” (infrastructure components) that support the 

user services. 

Upon clarification of the desired services, planning can begin starting at Level 1 and then 

proceeding to Level 6: 

Level 1: Physical data centre; 

Level 2: Computing hardware; 

Level 3: Computing core software; 

Level 4: Applications – the programmes users will use; 

Level 5: Interoperability – the integration of applications and core software; and 

Level 6: Support – the support for all of the five levels. 
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LEVEL 1 – PHYSICAL DATA CENTRE 

The basic infrastructure starts with physical space and follows existing engineering 

construction factors in terms of space/cost determination. The cost of either renting or 

building a space is subject to local economic conditions and there is no general cost 

principle to be advocated here. The difference in creating a data centre is in either the 

conversion of existing space or the construction of a purpose-built utility. The key 

considerations are: 

 sufficient space for equipment; 

 power – uninterrupted supply; 

 network connectivity; 

 environmental control – humidity and temperature; 

 fire suppression; 

 physical security and access control. 

There are general heuristics for determining the appropriate size of a data centre. Once the 

number of computer servers is determined, the power consumption and environmental 

controls are derivable from the specifications of the computers themselves, in terms of 

their rated power consumption and heat generation. If continuous service is desired, 

without interruptions due to power surge, spikes and brownouts, additional equipment is 

necessary to ensure steady power supply. In some cases, this may also require a backup 

generator. 

Network connectivity is determined by the estimated number of users and the bandwidth 

requirement such users will need. The choice of content has a very large impact on network 

bandwidth as media-rich content that contains, graphics, videos and audios requires 

significantly more resources. For example, an average text file would be a few hundred 

kilobytes, whereas an average three-minute video file would be 10 times the size. 

There are technologies such as streaming servers that optimise network usage to facilitate 

access to media-rich files. However, they cannot overcome the lack of bandwidth and they 

simply force everyone to wait because the media is delivered in segments. The bandwidth 

requirement may be the largest constraint that impacts the design and delivery of course 

content. 

Physical security requires that the site not be open to unauthorised access and that the 

building be safe. In addition, the site must have fire suppression capabilities to protect 

equipment in the event of an electrical fire. 

A dedicated data centre may not be required if the levels above the physical infrastructure 

are not extensive and a well-ventilated space with good network connectivity and an 

uninterrupted power supply will prove adequate. It is a matter of scale and service 

provision. 
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The “One Laptop per Child” initiative (available at: http://laptop.org/en/participate/give-

one-get-one.shtml) has sparked several parallel initiatives to provide cheap end-user 

hardware that works with mesh networking. A mesh is a relay of connectivity, with each 

laptop piggy-backing on its neighbour to get access to the network. By doing so, it extends 

the network out from the central point of relay. 

An effective architecture for remote areas where wired power and network may be 

unavailable is to use relay towers that are powered by solar or wind energy. Supported by a 

battery to keep continuous service, relay towers allow mesh communities to relay to each 

other. By employing this technology, remote areas can have full access to the networked 

environment in a very cost- and time-effective manner. 

LEVEL 2 – COMPUTING HARDWARE 

Computing hardware is often the only item considered when ICT is referred to, particularly 

in terms of cost and schedule for operation. Indeed, the computer that any server runs on is 

a critical component and the service cannot operate without it. However, it is not the total 

requirement and in many instances is not where the majority of the work to provide a 

service resides. Other critical components of hardware are network routers, switches and 

firewalls, storage devices, and end-user workstations, laptops, mobile phones and personal 

digital assistants (PDA). 

Having a planned architecture for the hardware can provide significant economies in both 

acquisition and operation. On the cost side, having equipment provided by a single 

manufacturer with “evergreening” (updating) agreements will significantly reduce the 

complexity of a given hardware configuration. Spare components can be inventoried and 

ready for use when replacements are needed. Also, the learning curve to support the 

hardware will be substantially reduced since the knowledge requirement grows 

geometrically with increasing complexity. Evergreening is necessary because equipment 

wears out either technologically or electronically, and planned replacement is essential to 

ensure orderly and effective operation. The currency of the hardware infrastructure is 

somewhat a matter of choice. Component replacement outside the manufacturer’s 

warranty and maintenance agreements is a matter for the institution to select. A quicker 

replacement cycle, while beneficial in terms of speed and availability, requires increased 

investment, whereas a slower replacement cycle may require more personnel support. 

LEVEL 3 – COMPUTING CORE SOFTWARE 

Core software represents the software required to run the centre. These include operating 

systems such as Linux, Unix and Microsoft Server. Web server (software such as the open 

source Apache) and database management systems (such as Oracle, Access and the open 

source mySQL) can also be included here. In addition, several utility software programmes 

are required, such as those for firewalling, collaboration, communication, file management 

and e-mail. 

http://laptop.org/en/participate/give-one-get-one.shtml
http://laptop.org/en/participate/give-one-get-one.shtml
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The question of what core software to use depends on the skills and abilities of the support 

personnel available either internally or externally to the organisation. Further to this, the 

choice of core software may be influenced by Level 4 applications (see below) that require 

specific sub-systems. For example, high-end enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems are 

generally engineered for the Oracle database management system and would therefore 

require it to be in place if the chosen application is to function. 

Most software manufacturers view education very favourably because they identify the 

long-term benefit of brand loyalty by users, particularly those of a young age. When we are 

successful with a technology, we tend to stick with it. As a result, the cost charged to 

institutions is a fraction of the commercially available price and can often prove very 

competitive with open source alternatives that do not include support. 

A key point is that the core software choice must be made in light of the hardware and 

application requirements. The choice can only be finalised once decisions are made in those 

areas. It is a derived selection, not a foundational one. 

LEVEL 4 – APPLICATIONS 

Applications are what the users want. Applications are the programmes that we all need to 

achieve the business objectives of our organisations: they are what we see when we want 

to e-mail, chat, write a letter, purchase a book or teach a class online. The choice of an 

application requires consideration of its usability to solve a problem. Too often application 

software becomes a solution in search of a problem, with designed features becoming ends 

rather than means. Problem definition is the critical first step to identifying the appropriate 

application. This definition requires a broad analysis of the institution, including business 

processes, degree of difficulty of adoption, degree of problem resolution, ICT infrastructure, 

application development path, application user community and support. Too often, 

solutions create more problems than they solve, mainly because of too narrow a focus of 

the original selection. Since every application has a footprint on the existing organisation, 

the larger the footprint, the greater the difficulty of realising its benefits. Thus, the greater 

the functionality and the broader use within the organisation, the greater is the difficulty of 

implementation and support. In an educational institution, apart from having all the usual 

finance and human relations processes, the applications should include the: 

 information management system that organises all the student data and keeps 

track of students’ progress; 

 the learning management system that enables students to access their course 

materials and to interact with their instructor; 

 examinations system that manages the examinations process; and 

 student support systems such as library access. 

A Web interface where students can contact the appropriate service and access their 

courses is also needed. One facet of ICT is an increased emphasis on communications. This 



 

OPEN SCHOOL SYSTEMS AND MODELS                                                                                                                                  Page | 77  
 

needs to be taken into account if the system is to be used successfully, whether it is to 

provide information to students or instructors or to give learners the opportunity to access 

a course directly, check their final marks, or find out if they have been admitted to a course. 

LEVEL 5 – INTEROPERABILITY 

Interoperability, or integration, represents the degree to which system components act 

interdependently with other components, either internally or externally. Modern 

integrated systems, such as enterprise resource planning systems (ERPs), are built around 

an interoperable framework offering the advantage of single entry and multiple usages 

(“enter once, use many”). While many administrative systems are interoperable, the 

situation is different when it comes to learning and research systems. Sakai, an open source 

initiative led by a consortium, is an exception, with an integrated learning system. However, 

Sakai is not an easy system to deploy and requires sophisticated support. 

The choice between a highly integrated system and the “best of breed” approach requires 

the following considerations: 

 business need; 

 infrastructure environment; 

 support staff capabilities; 

 legacy systems; 

 scale of operation; 

 cost. 

One of the reasons for the lack of development in this area is the nature of teacher-based 

courses and their impact on the development of learning systems that have come primarily 

from the post-secondary sector. WebCT was an in-house development by the University of 

British Columbia before becoming a commercial product. The culture of the academics 

owning their courses and delivering them in the manner they see best for them is endemic 

in post-secondary institutions. Such an approach conflicts with the ICT systems requirement 

for effective scalability and the need for a standards-based approach. The degree of 

interoperability is in many ways coincident with the degree of standardisation. Making 

exceptions and customising can occur, but they need to be at a level that does not impact 

the core system’s ability to interact with other systems. 

Secondary schooling, with its more standardised curriculum, faces fewer problems in having 

an interoperable and consistent approach. Indeed, it offers many opportunities for using 

technology very effectively to efficiently scale teaching resources. Standardised materials 

can be used by the broad community. This enhances both the teaching of core subjects and 

effective measuring of outcomes. 

The benefits to system integration include seamless user experience, efficient use of 

infrastructure, reusability of content, automation of transactions and instantaneous service. 



 

OPEN SCHOOL SYSTEMS AND MODELS                                                                                                                                  Page | 78  
 

There is no single position on the degree of trade-off between customisability and 

interoperability: it is a continuum where a point is selected based on the goals, mission and 

needs of the institution. Each institution has to make its own informed decision on this. 

LEVEL 6 – SUPPORT 

The cost of support is often hidden in development proposals because it does not come 

into effect until after the application or system has moved into production mode. Support 

consists of: 

 software maintenance, including upgrades and code maintenance, 

 hardware and network maintenance, training and helpdesk, 

 security and system administration, 

 system integration management; 

 help desk support; and 

 change management. 

These are not small tasks and require a level of skill commensurate with the complexity of 

the system services. 

The support requirement is determined largely by the nature of the infrastructure and the 

expected level of need of the community. The more specific and integrated the applications 

used, the greater the requirement for user support both in terms of direct data centre 

application maintenance and of on-call help to users. Moreover, greater specificity requires 

more locally trained and experienced personnel because external support opportunities will 

be greatly reduced. 

On balance, centrally provided services offer the most efficient method of delivering 

services to users and, managed effectively, can substantially reduce the cost of the overall 

system. 

(Abrioux & Ferreira, 2009) 

Discussion Activity 

1. Once you’ve got a good grasp of the ICT infrastructure levels  above, read the 

section entitled Use of ICTs in the four case studies and complete a 

comparison of the different infrastructure levels each of the case studies have 

in place, as well as that of your own OS. 

2. Discuss this ICT infrastructure levels comparison, especially the challenges, 

with you fellow students if you are connected. If not, consult your colleagues 

working in ITCs.  
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THE SYSTEMS NATURE OF ICT 

Another consideration often overlooked is the systems nature of ICT. The analogy to an 

ecosystem is apt when considering an ICT infrastructure. One system component does not 

act independently of others and any component, if improperly aligned, can lead to 

increased loads on other components. For example, reducing server hardware and 

bandwidth will lead to poorly performing systems and user dissatisfaction. Also, some 

software applications require greater system resources than others, thereby leading to 

additional costs of operation. An end-to-end analysis is required to ensure that potential 

savings in one component do not overburden a potentially more expensive service. 

(Abrioux & Ferreira, 2009) 

Activity 

Examine the work you completed in the previous (discussion) activity and note your 

responses to the questions below in your course journal. 

1. How do ICTs support the other subsystems? 

2. What would cause a system malfunction in terms of ICTs? Provide at least three 

examples. 

 
 

 

 

LESSON SUMMARY 

In this lesson we discussed ICTs as a component of the logistical subsystem by outlining the 

benefits and challenges of ICTs and ICT infrastructure. We applied the ICT infrastructure 

proposed by Waughey and Stewart to your own OS. 

In the next lesson we’re going to look at costing as component of the regulatory subsystem. 

 

 

 

  

Reflection Activity 
 
What kind of ICT infrastructure would you wish for you ideal OD model? As before, take into 
account your context and your target audience. Note your response in your journal. 
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LESSON 3.3 – REGULATORY SUBSYSTEM: COSTING 

LESSON INTRODUCTION 
The regulatory subsystem in Open Schooling is the management of the open school 

environment. In this lesson we will explore one component of the management process, 

namely costing, by discussing a few basic but extremely valuable ODL costing principles, 

including ODL/Open Schooling cost structures, cost elements, and factors affecting costs.  

LESSON OBJECTIVES 

Upon completion of this lesson, you should be able to:  

1. Apply factors affecting costs in Open Schooling to the case studies 

2. Outline materials development costs and ICT costs 

REGULATORY SUBSYSTEM 

Overall management and guidance are the responsibility of the regulatory sub-system. All 

activities related to strategic planning, policy formulation and monitoring of the 

institution’s performance in meeting its goals are part of this sub-system. In this lesson we 

discuss costing as part of the regulatory subsystem. 

COSTING AND THE SUBSYSTEMS 

How do we cost the subsystems in Open Schooling? Here are some examples of costs 

incurred in each of the subsystems (Du Vivier E. , 2008) 

 MATERIALS SUB-SYSTEM 
o Materials Development 

 training workshop for course writers; 
 payments for course writers; fees/salary for editor; 
 salary/wages for typist; 
 costs of pilot-testing materials 

o Materials Production 
 salary/wages/fees for desk-top publishing; 
 payments for illustrations; 
 payments for use of copyright material; 
 costs of printing or photocopying. 

o Materials Distribution 
o storage of materials; 
o packing materials; 
o transporting materials; 
o communication with those handing out materials to learners 

 STUDENT SUB-SYSTEM 
o Admission and Registration 

 assessing applications from potential students 
 entering registration forms on computer database; 
 checking data entry for accuracy and completeness. 

o Allocation to Centres or Study Groups 



 

OPEN SCHOOL SYSTEMS AND MODELS                                                                                                                                  Page | 81  
 

 rent or maintenance of study centre building; 
 utilities for study centre; 
 payments to centre heads; 
 provision of ICTs at Centres; 
 informing students about when and which centre they should go 

to. 
o Study 

 payments to tutors; 
 training of tutors; 
 teaching materials (chalk, markers, photocopies, etc.) 

o Assessment 
 fees/wages for marking assignments; 
 rental of examination hall; 
 payment for exam invigilators; 
 payment for exam marking 

o Certification 
 checking that students have met all the requirements for the 

certificate; 
 printing certificates; 
 graduation ceremony 

 LOGISTICAL SUB-SYSTEM 
o recruiting part-time tutors and issuing contracts to them issuing cheques or 

arranging for bank transfers to pay tutors; 
o maintaining the institution’s computer network; 
o insurance for the institution. 

 REGULATORY SUB-SYSTEM 
o salary of institution’s director or chief executive officer; 
o payments to institution’s board of governors/advisors; 
o costs of strategic planning workshop; 
o costs of periodic evaluation of institution. 

 (Du Vivier E. , 2008) 

Reading through the list above, you will have realised that the costs for materials 

development are based on an example of an Open School that develops materials from 

scratch. An Open School that uses existing materials or adapts existing materials, using 

OERs, would have different costs. 

In Open Schooling in the 21st Century, chapter 4, (Abrioux & Ferreira, 2009) Greville Rumble 

provides us with an account of the nature of costs and cost structure of ODL systems. His 

description is useful because it not only provides us with the required terminology; it also 

gives depth to the subsystem costing above. Here it is: 

ODL COST STRUCTURE 

To understand average costing data, it is necessary to have some understanding of the 

nature of costs and the cost structure of open and distance learning (ODL) systems. 

Management accounting has evolved. Traditional notions of fixed and variable costs have 
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been embedded in the much richer framework of committed and flexible costs. Costs arise 

from the acquisition and use of organisational resources. Increasingly, the majority of 

expenses are determined by the commitment to create a productive capacity to develop 

and offer courses and an infrastructure to manage and support learners. 

TYPES OF COSTS 

Committed costs embrace, for example, most personnel costs, the costs of computing and 

telecommunications systems, and depreciation on buildings and equipment. Committed 

costs are unaffected by how much the organisation uses the committed resources. Rather, 

such costs are related to a planned level of activity. There is thus a fundamental distinction 

between resources supplied and resources used. The fact that capacity is fixed (and being 

paid for) before actual need is determined means that if need fails to meet expectation, 

unused capacity results. This unused capacity has a cost. The cost of the unused capacity 

cannot be forgotten: it must be covered by income. The result of unused capacity is an 

increase in the organisational costs passed on to the customer. 

Committed costs are distinct from flexible costs, which are paid for only in the amounts 

used. Examples of flexible costs are payments to contract course authors, the postage costs 

of delivering materials to students, telephone call charges incurred in the normal course of 

business, and payments to tutors for assignments marked. All of this is day-to-day work. 

Relatively few expenses are determined by the actual quantity of work demanded or 

performed each day. Flexible resources do not have a capacity defined for them because 

their supply (and capacity) can be adjusted up or down to meet actual demands. Note that 

costs that are flexible before a capacity decision is made (e.g., the commitment of 

resources to develop a course) become committed once that decision has been made. 

Committed costs reflect the decisions that have been made to provide a given portfolio of 

courses and services. In most service industries, almost all expenses are determined by 

commitments to supply certain levels of capacity that are then built into the business 

through the acquisition of committed resources (e.g., clerks in a student record/ support 

office). Often these costs relate to the provision of capacity, but cannot easily be attributed 

to particular products and services. Such costs are referred to as indirect (common) costs. 

Some indirect costs, however, are entirely independent of the decisions to provide capacity. 

Rather, they sustain the organisation in being. Such costs (the costs of top administrative 

staff, for example) can be thought of as business-sustaining expenses. Generally activity-

based costing approaches assign capacity-related indirect costs to products, services and 

customers, but will not attempt to assign business-sustaining expenses further down the 

organisation. 

ODL-RELATED COST ELEMENTS 

Any ODL system involves the following cost elements: 
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1. The initial capital costs of the business – This includes costs for buildings, 

equipment, grounds, furnishings and information and communication technology 

(ICT). These costs are driven by the size of the operation and the extent to which 

functions are undertaken in-house or “bought in.” Such costs are committed in the 

sense that they arise from a management decision to supply a capacity to perform 

work. 

2. The costs of sustaining the business as an operation – These costs (in the past 

(finance, purchasing, estates – that is, buildings and grounds running and 

maintenance costs – and ICT infrastructure operating costs); and depreciation (on 

plant and equipment). These too are committed costs that arise from a 

management decision to provide a capacity to operate at a given level and in a 

certain way. 

3. The costs of developing a curriculum and the materials used in courses – Some of 

these costs are committed and some are indirect common costs arising from the 

decision to create a capacity to develop and support a given curriculum (for 

example, there is a body of academic staff who are charged with the task of 

developing and maintaining a curriculum, as well as permanent editors, designers 

and managers in the production office). Other costs may be flexible – that is, money 

is spent only if the activity takes place. An example of such a cost would be that for 

hiring a consultant to write materials. If course materials are used over a number of 

years, the cost of developing the materials may be treated as an investment and 

hence as a capital cost that can be annualised over the life of course. Replacement 

of the curriculum will, in effect, be a function of the number of courses multiplied 

by the average cost of a course, divided by the average life of a course. 

4. The cost of presenting the courses – Costs here include all those costs that are 

incurred annually (e.g., the cost of academic management of the course profile, 

cost of packing and dispatching course materials), together with all the costs that 

are incurred each time the course is presented (e.g., the cost of developing new 

assignment and examination papers each time a course is presented; the cost of 

marking assignments and examination scripts, the cost of face-to-face tutorials and 

the monitoring of course computer-based conferences; the cost of getting 

materials to students; the cost of transmitting radio programmes associated with 

the course). Again, some of these costs may be committed (especially the cost of 

managing the courses being presented), but many of the costs will be flexible, 

driven by the number of students enrolled in the course, the number of tutorial or 

conferencing groups, the hours of tuition offered and the hours of broadcast 

transmission consumed. 

5. The committed and flexible costs incurred in supporting students – These costs 

include student admission, registration, billing and fee collection, allocation to 

tutors, and advisory and support services. 

(Abrioux & Ferreira, 2009) 
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FACTORS AFFECTING COSTS 

Rumble outlines the following major factors affecting costs in Open Schooling: 

 Total student numbers. 

 Course presented. 

 Course lifespan. 

 Media and technology choice. 

 Face-to-face support. 

 Course design parameters. 

 Course/module size. 

Study the table in Fig 3.1 below to understand which type of cost each factor affects and 

why. 

Factor Affects Why 

Total student 

numbers 

Unit costs Committed costs of capital including course 

development and costs incurred in sustaining the 

business will be spread across students, hence 

unit costs will be higher if student numbers are 

low, lower if student numbers are high. 

Flexible costs Total student-related flexible costs will rise in 

line with student costs. 

Courses 

presented 

Capital costs The more courses that are presented, the more 

courses need to be developed, resulting in a rise 

in the capital cost of the curriculum. 

Course 

lifespans 

Capital costs The longer courses are presented before they 

are withdrawn/remade, the greater the number 

of years over which the capital costs of their 

development can be annualised, and hence the 

lower the sum that needs to be spread across 

the student body as a whole, or across the 

students taking the particular course. 

Media and 

technology 

choice 

Committed costs 

and flexible costs 

Each medium/technology has its own cost 

structure, hence media and technology choice 

will affect total costs, and total committed costs 

and flexible costs in different ways. 
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Factor Affects Why 

Face-to-face 

support 

Flexible costs The amount of face-to-face support that needs 

to be provided in total will be driven by decisions 

about the number of hours to be given each 

student-course member, and the size of groups. 

The total number of hours required will rise as 

student numbers and hence group numbers rise. 

In large-scale systems relatively modest 

increases in student numbers can generate very 

considerable increases in cost 

Course design 

parameters 

Committed costs 

and flexible costs 

Design parameters including decisions to create 

all materials internally, to buy-in materials (and 

whole courses) or to merely create study guides 

to existing textbooks that students have to buy 

themselves, will impact on costs in different 

ways. 

Course module 

size 

Working 

practices, hence 

capital costs 

Large modules (requiring say more than 50-100 

hours study) will, depending on design decisions, 

need teams to develop the materials and hence 

incur higher transactional costs as team 

members interact. Small modules can often be 

developed by one or two people, reducing 

transaction costs. 

Figure 3.1: Major factors affecting costs in Open Schooling. Sourced from (Rumble & Koul, 

2007)  

Activity 

Use the table in fig 3.1 above to identify examples of each factor in the four case 

studies. Read the section titled Cost, efficiency, sustainability, and scalability and 

consider your own OS as well. Note your findings in the course journal. 
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COSTS OF MATERIALS DELIVERY 

Calculating the total and unit costs of developing and delivering a new ODL course is a 

complex process, involving estimates of: 

 costs associated with acquisition or development of study materials; 

 costs of offering a course (e.g., expenditure for publicity, which is incurred 

regardless of how many learners actually enrol); 

 costs of reproducing and distributing study materials; 

 costs of any additional technology required to use the study materials; 

 course delivery costs (e.g., wages for tutors); and 

 institutional overheads.  

Review the costing example in the Quality Assurance Toolkit (2010) that describes 

NAMCOL.   

After research on ‘costing NAMCOL into the future’, NAMCOL developed formulae and 

templates to calculate costs for programmes and materials development. It is important to 

realise that not all costs will be recovered in the short term. The following costs are 

determined through the carefully designed costing template that is used at NAMCOL to 

determine the cost of materials development and production. 

(To look at NAMCOL’s costing template, see Appendix B in Quality Assurance Toolkit for OS, 

pp 199-204. Available at: http://hdl.handle.net/11599/107) 

 Committed costs, which include the costs of full-time staff to develop study guides and 

set assignments, 

 Flexible costs, which cover the cost of appointing part-time (or contract) staff to develop 

study guides and set assignments, 

 Indirect common costs, calculated at 50% of the total administrative costs, and 

 Product costs, for both the study guides and the assignments. 

The total development cost is calculated as the sum of the committed, flexible and indirect 

common costs. Unit cost is calculated by dividing the total development cost by the product 

of the number of learners and the number of years of the programme. The total unit cost is 

the sum of the unit cost and the production cost. Other cost items that need to be 

considered are programme delivery and course maintenance costs, remuneration of tutors 

and tutor-markers, venue cost and subsistence and transport. (From COL. 2010 Quality 

Assurance Toolkit. Commonwealth of Learning) 

 

ICT COSTS 
ICT costs are directly affected by global corporations and thus do not always favour of 

developing countries. Rumble who quotes Francois Orivel points out that the price of an 

http://hdl.handle.net/11599/107
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educational input is determined by world standards rather than by local buying power. This 

price is similar for rich and poor countries. He goes on to say that in poorer countries the 

choice can be between building new schools – of which there is a growing need – or 

introducing ICTs to existing schools (Abrioux & Ferreira, 2009). 

Yet the more ICTs get into the mainstream, the lower the costs. Margaret Haughey and 

Brian Stewart (Abrioux & Ferreira, 2009) have an optimistic note to their argument about 

ICT costing: 

There is no single answer to the question of what a reasonable online education 

infrastructure costs. To get an understanding why such a simple question does not 

yield an equally simple answer it may help to use the analogous question of what 

is the cost of a reasonable hospital.  As with all complex problems, the economist’s 

mantra of “it depends” comes into usage. Therefore, the best that can be achieved 

in the absence of a definitive answer is to provide a framework that can yield a 

useable range of estimates and assist the planning process. 

The framework to determine the infrastructure costs and resource requirements 

should be sufficiently flexible and useable to allow relatively efficient answers to 

conceptual questions and provide a direction for further investigation to enhance 

the detail for more rigorous planning. 

Open Source – There has been a growing interest in the provision and support of open 

source software, such as RedHat and PHP, not only in terms of code development but also 

in the economic model that enables Open Source to work.  Open Source allows individuals 

to modify and enhance existing computer programmes.  Where once Open Source was the 

purview of “techies” with time on their hands and a peer group to impress, it has gone 

mainstream and is now seen as a commercially viable model. Sun Microsystems’ purchase 

of MySQL in 2008 indicates a new economic model relating to the ownership of intellectual 

property rights as they relate to software. 

For educational institutions, the shift is an enormous boon, a windfall of major 

consequence far beyond the accounting of foregone licensing expenditures. The 

establishment of support communities that assist in the development of an application 

provides an enormous wealth of talent, unsustainable in any one organisation, to review 

and upgrade the code. The suggestions that come from participating organisations are as a 

result of experience and usage. The advantage of this to other users is that, as most 

applications are focused on similar user groups, the developments are informed by 

considerations that each member of the community has. An example is the Moodle 

Learning Management System. The rapid adoption of this system has led to a sustainable 

and vibrant code base that improves significantly on an ongoing basis and reflects the 

needs of the member community. In addition, to the opening of software without licence is 

the opening of courseware and – important from an ICT perspective – the compatibility of 
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open courseware to the institution’s learning management system.  An example of an 

educational open source tool is Moodle which is used throughout the developing and 

developed world. 

Sustainability and cost – System sustainability is a critical element to consider before an ICT 

initiative is adopted. Too often an initial investment is made without adequate 

consideration of its total lifetime costs. The framework outlined above is one way to ensure 

that the requirements of ICT development are examined. In addition, the use of analytical 

tools (e.g., to study the total cost of ownership) is essential before any significant project 

proposal is undertaken, in order to identity its full financial and resource impact. 

Two of the most overlooked aspects of ICT initiatives are the internal cost of deployment 

and the ongoing cost of maintaining the system. 

 Internal cost of deployment: Often, in the excitement to employ the system’s key 

functionality to address organisational issues, the focus is on external purchasing, 

licensing and maintenance costs. Internal resource requirements to adopt, 

integrate, learn and teach the system to the institution are substantially 

underestimated. As well, all too often the cost constraint precludes the appropriate 

level of such activities, leaving the user base to learn the system as best they can. 

This handicaps the system’s abilities, resulting in a badly underperforming system. 

Sufficient funds need to be provided to facilitate the incorporation of the system 

into the organisation and therefore need to be included in the initial investment 

proposal. 

 Ongoing cost of maintenance: System planners generally estimate system 

maintenance costs to be approximately 20% of the investment cost. While very 

easily stated in approximate or theoretical terms, the activities that yield such a 

factor are much harder to articulate in real conditions. They would include ongoing 

system management procedures and documentation, hardware maintenance, 

software patching and upgrades, and user services such as access, training and 

helpdesk support. Many of these activities are indirect to a system because they 

draw on existing resources for which the need is not clear or predictable. It is only 

after they have been used for a sufficient term to gather statistics that the true cost 

of the system can be understood. A traditional business approach would be to view 

other institutions to determine the likely system costs and to work these numbers 

into the lifecycle projections. Unfortunately, the contextual nature of much of 

systems deployment and the paucity of accurate operating metrics in the ICT field 

make such comparisons unreliable. 

(Abrioux & Ferreira, 2009) 
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LESSON SUMMARY 

In this lesson you gained an overview of costs in Open Schooling in general and costing in 

two subsystems in particular – materials and Logistics (ICTs). 

 

  

Reflection Activity 

How does the VLN case study illustrate Haughey and Stewart’s argument about the 

costing of online learning above? Record you response in the course journal. 

Assignment 

Write a report that describes how to introduce improvements of ICT at your own OS. Use 

the following questions as guidelines: 

1. What are the benefits and challenges of ICTs in your OS? 

2. How would you suggest overcoming the challenges? 

3. What infrastructure levels are in place? 

4. What are the system malfunctions that result from the current ICT infrastructure? 

5. How would your proposed improvements improve interaction between subsystems 

and avoid system malfunctions? 

6. What are the cost implications of your proposed improvements? 

Once you have completed your report submit it to your instructor via the drop box for review 

and feedback. 
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UNIT THREE – SUMMARY 

ASSIGNMENTS AND ACTIVITIES 
There are several activities in this unit. The unit assignment requires you to write a report 

about improvements to the infrastructure of ICTs at your OS.  

Discussions 

There are two discussion activities in this unit: 

 in lesson 3.1 you were required to share the tutor-marked assignment component 

in your OS with your fellow students, including interdependencies with other 

subsystems. 

 in lesson 3.2 you discussed the ICT infrastructure levels in the case studies and your 

own OS with your fellow students, including the challenges involved. 

Summary 

This unit introduced you to major components of the learner, logistical and regulatory 

subsystems and the interdependencies between them. 

Next Steps 

In Unit 4 you will be introduced to a regulatory subsystem component – quality assurance. 

Quality assurance can be regarded as a subsystem on its own, due to its importance and 

impact on all other subsystems. It is also a very important tool for best practice. 
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UNIT FOUR - QUALITY IN OPEN SCHOOLS 

UNIT INTRODUCTION 

This unit contains two lessons, the first of which introduces you to quality assurance as a 

subsystem that impacts on all other subsystems. The second lesson deals with ways to 

assess quality and focuses on evaluation and monitoring. 

UNIT OBJECTIVES 

Upon completion of this unit you will be able to: 

1. Use quality assurance as a tool for best practice 

2. Outline evaluation and monitoring as ways to assess quality 

UNIT READINGS 

As you complete this unit you are required to read parts of the following chapters/articles: 

 Abrioux, D., & Ferreira, F. (Eds.). (2009). Open Schooling in the 21st Century. 

Commonwealth of Learning. 

 (2010). Quality Assurance Toolkit for Open Schools. Commonwealth of Learning. 
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LESSON 4.1 – BEST PRACTICE AND QUALITY ASSURANCE 

LESSON INTRODUCTION 
In this lesson we are going to examine quality assurance for Open Schooling by applying it 

to our case studies and of course to your own OS.  

LESSON OBJECTIVES 

Upon completion of this lesson you will be able to: 

1. Recognise best practice. 

2. Explore quality assurance in the case studies. 

3. Outline the contested nature of quality. 

4. Apply quality criteria/standards to your own OS. 

BEST PRACTICE IN OS 

Judith Calder (2000) defines best practice in ODL thus: 

Best practice can be defined as that combination of structure, educational technology 

and content of a learning opportunity, which, in certain contexts and for particular 

groups of learners, is most likely to achieve the purposes of the main stakeholders. 

(Calder, 2000) 

Let’s examine this definition more closely. 

So best practice is:  

 ‘that combination of structure, educational technology and content of a learning 

opportunity.’ At first glance one might think that ‘learning opportunity’ excludes 

the work we’ve been doing with systems and subsystems. But the point made with 

the careful wording is that learning is the core business of any ODL institution, 

including Open Schools, and that everything it takes to offer that learning is 

included.  

 ‘context-specific and for a particular group of learners’. Context is crucial because, 

as you know, the needs of learners in Papua New Guinea, for example, are different 

from the needs of learners in Canada because of the differences in context. You will 

remember from our work earlier in this module that context includes a whole range 

of things. 

 ‘most likely to achieve the purpose of main stakeholders.’ The first group of main 

stakeholders are of course the learners, but you as professional working in Open 

Schooling are also a stakeholder, so are parents, management, the government and 

so on. 

At the end of most lessons you were required to complete reflection activities which asked 

you to apply what you’ve learned by thinking about your ‘ideal’ OS model for your context 
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and your target audience. This makes you the stakeholder as in the definition above, of 

course. So essentially, with the work you did in other activities, you’ve been collecting best 

practice in OS systems and subsystems as you have progressed through this module. What 

follows in this lesson and the next will add to your collection of best practice. 

Let’s move on to quality assurance. 

QUALITY ASSURANCE IN OPEN SCHOOLING 

In a well-functioning open school all the components work in harmony and everything holds 

together – the open school therefore functions as a system. The notion of harmonising the 

different elements of an open schooling system is fundamental in developing and 

implementing a quality assurance system. (Quality Assurance Toolkit for Open Schools, 

2010) 

Quality assurance is about delivering an agreed standard of service by anticipating points of 

failure and dealing with them before any failure occurs. 

It is a notoriously difficult concept to apply in education but no ODL system can overlook its 

importance. (Freeman, 2004) 

While everyone will agree on the need to ensure quality, defining exactly what quality 

means can be more difficult. This is because “quality” is a judgement that cannot be seen in 

isolation from the value system of the person(s) who make that judgement. Each group of 

stakeholders – learners, their parents or family, staff of your open school, funding bodies – 

is likely to have different priorities when defining quality. (Du Vivier E. , 2009) 

THE CONTESTED NATURE OF QUALITY 
Ephraim Mhlanga, writing in Quality Assurance Toolkit for Open Schools (2010), argues the 

following about the contested nature of quality:  

Quality is interpreted and defined differently by different people. Harvey and Green (1993) 

define five meanings of quality: 

 quality as exceptional (excellence); 

 quality as perfection; 

 quality as fitness for purpose; 

 quality as value for money; and 

 quality as transformational. 

As excellence, quality is perceived as something distinctive or special, something that 

cannot be attained by many. Analyses of mission statements and quality assurance 

documents for most open schools, for example, suggest that many open schools draw from 

the notion of excellence in benchmarking their performance. 
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The quality assurance guidelines of the Papua New Guinea Open College clearly state that 

the Open College has in place mechanisms that recognise and reward excellence, and that 

the college has in place and practises an appointment and promotion policy that promotes 

excellence as an essential characteristic of the process. Several other open schools also 

promote the notion of excellence in their mission and quality assurance policy statements. 

Indeed, within the Southern African region NAMCOL and BOCODOL (Botswana College of 

Distance and Open Learning) are institutions that provide shining examples of open 

schooling; they are emerging centres of excellence in this area. 

As perfection, quality relates closely to the notion of ‘zero defect’ commonly employed in 

industrial settings, where the physical products of a production chain have to meet the 

exact specifications of the desired product, in its perfect form, without any defects. From 

an educational point of view, this definition may be problematic for two main reasons. First, 

the product of an educational process is multifaceted, and usually has some unforeseeable 

and unpredicted but desirable attributes. Second, it is impossible to define a ‘perfect’ or 

‘zero defect’ graduate of an educational process. This is primarily because, from an 

epistemological point of view, no knowledge is perfect, no matter how superior it may be. 

The perfection concept of quality is, however, useful for ridding open schooling of the 

obvious defects that challenge learning, such as poor design of learning materials, poor 

assessment processes and lack of well-planned learner support. 

As fitness for purpose, quality is conceived in relation to institutional set targets/goals. It 

allows an institution to demonstrate the achievement of its objectives according to the 

purpose of its mission. Thus, the ‘fitness for purpose’ notion means different institutions 

can benchmark their quality differently depending on their level of development and their 

overall context. The fitness for purpose definition of quality is a developmental approach to 

quality, and this aspect is particularly significant for open schooling. As the needs of clients 

change with time, so do educational institutions’ aims. The assumption here is that the 

quality of institutional delivery is not static; rather, it is dynamic as it responds to changes in 

the environment. Contextualising quality assurance addresses the ‘fitness for purpose’ and 

‘fitness of purpose’ of quality. The standards set and the approaches used should all be 

sensitive to the particular context of an institution. 

As value for money, quality is viewed in terms of returns on investment. The value-for-

money conception of quality is client sensitive as quality is judged according to the extent 

to which the client is satisfied with the services offered. As Harvey notes, the growing 

accountability of educational institutions to governments, students, parents and sponsors 

reflects the value-for-money conception of quality. Institutions that subscribe to this notion 

of quality extensively involve professional bodies and the employers of graduates to specify 

their requirements and to accredit their programmes. As education becomes more and 

more responsive to market demands, providers of open schooling will increasingly be called 

upon to be accountable to their key stakeholders. 
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As transformation, quality has pedagogical implications, and refers to how much the 

learning process transforms the learner. Quality in this case is defined in terms of the ‘value 

added’ in the learner, and learner assessment seeks to establish the amount of such value 

added. UPNG-OC’s curriculum is a good example of quality as transformation. 

The amount of value added is not tangible and its quantification is problematic, yet this is 

central to determining the worth of any schooling system. While the various perceptions of 

quality are treated separately in the literature, it is important to note that in reality several 

notions of the concept usually appear in the quality assurance policies and practices of any 

given institution. 

(Quality Assurance Toolkit for Open Schools, 2010) 

THE PURPOSES OF QUALITY ASSURANCE IN OPEN SCHOOLING 

As a subsystem, quality can meet several purposes in an educational setting, primarily 

because of a wide diversity of stakeholders’ growing interest in education. 

Some of these purposes include: 

 To improve system and process institutional services; 

 To inform would-be learners and their parents/guardians of what services are 

provided; 

 To inform the public of what services are provided; 

 To teach positive values of excellence to learners who go through the system; 

 To encourage institutions to continually reflect and transform to keep up to date 

with changes in society. 

One of the main challenges of open schools in the developing context is to convince the 

public that their offerings are comparable to those of conventional schooling. It is 

important in these contexts for open schools to demonstrate their quality by maintaining 

robust quality assurance systems that are transparent and that produce quality graduates. 

(Freeman, 2004) 

Reflection Activity 

1. Read the section Quality Control in the UNPGN – OC and VLN case studies. 

2. Answer the following questions for each of the case studies, recording it in the 
course journal: 

 What is quality assured? 

 How it is quality assured? 

 Why it is quality assured? 
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QUALITY CRITERIA/STANDARDS 

Once an institution has a clear policy on quality assurance, it must then draw up well-

defined quality criteria or standards that show the different aspects of the institute’s 

operations that will be quality assured. Quality criteria are a way of putting into practice an 

institution’s quality assurance policy. They provide an agreed description of the quality 

benchmarks to be achieved (the criterion or standard), as well as a checklist of what needs 

to be done to meet them (the elements). A major advantage of working with criteria is that 

they form a good basis for regular self-reviews for self-improvement purposes. Criteria 

allow an open school to identify weak areas needing improvement, or can show if a 

provider is meeting the minimum requirements for an open schooling service. They also 

make it possible to compare performance in specific areas across institutions and across 

programmes within an institution. Criteria also make external evaluations both easier and 

more objective. This is particularly true with open schools, most of which have to be 

accredited and regularly evaluated by ministries of education. (Quality Assurance Toolkit for 

Open Schools, 2010) 

Study the example of a criterion with its elements in the table in fig 4.1 below and complete 

the activity that follows. 

2. LEARNERS 

There is up-to-date, 

detailed information 

about past, present 

and potential learners. 

This is used to inform 

policy and planning of 

programme 

development, course 

design and materials 

development, learner 

support, and other 

relevant aspects of 

educational provision. 

In an Open Schooling system we need to take into account 

school-age learners as well as out-of-school and adult learners. 

Elements of the criterion 

i. Educational management information system (EMIS) of 

the institution must be updated and maintained and 

available to planners and decision-makers, including 

course coordinators  

ii. The EMIS of the institution must articulate with the EMIS 

of the national government 

iii. Learner profiles include at a minimum: demographic 

information; technology profile, records of learners from 

formal schooling, records of learners with special needs, 

access to regional learning infrastructures, prior learning 

experiences and achievements, language profile (including 

language abilities in the language of learning and teaching, 

mother tongue and multilingual ability). 

Figure 4.1: Quality Criterion no 2: Learners from the Quality Assurance Toolkit (2010) 
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Reflection Activity 

Record you responses to the questions below in the course journal. 

1. Above in the definition of best practise there is an insistence on context, which is also 

crucial for quality assurance. Assess the criterion above for your context. If there is 

anything that you want to change, do it before your attempt 2 below. 

2. Measure your Open school to the criterion and its elements (as you changed it if required 

by your context). Measuring includes not only a yes or no, but also evidence, so your task 

is to write a brief description of how your OS’s process for collecting and disseminating 

learner information system measures to the criterion. 

 
In Quality Assurance Toolkit (2010), Chapter 3, several case studies reflecting various quality 

criteria as described in Chapter 2: Quality Criteria for Maintaining Quality in Open Schools 

are described. You’ll notice that NAMCOL, NIOS and UNPG-OC are included.  

In order to get a sense of how the quality criteria are applied and described, assisting you 

with evaluating your own description for the activity above, we’ll have a close look at how 

NAMCOL measures against the criterion for quality assurance,. 

Discussion Activity 

1. Read the following in Quality Assurance Toolkit (2010) sections: 

 Criterion no 11: Quality Assurance  in Chapter 2 (pp. 50-51) 

 Case Study no 9: Establishing a quality assurance system: the NAMCOL experience 

(pp 179-)  

2. Does the case study adequately show that NAMCOL has met the criterion? Explain your 

response in the discussion forum and review the postings of your peers. 

 
For the assignment below you are going to read the range of quality criteria provided by 

Quality Assurance Toolkit (2010), available at: http://hdl.handle.net/11599/107, in chapter 

2: Quality Criteria for Maintaining Quality in Open Schools. The quality criteria you’ll find in 

section 3.0. 

Assignment & Discussion 

1. Once you’ve read through the criteria, select one criterion you’d like to work with.  

2. Apply the criterion and its elements to your Open School. 

3. Post the draft of your paper on the discussion forum. 

4. Exchange ideas with your  

5. Adjust your final paper based on the feedback provided by your peers. 

6. Submit your final paper via the drop box for review and feedback. 

 

http://hdl.handle.net/11599/107
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In Quality Assurance Toolkit for Open Schools, chapter 3, you’ll find case studies that apply a 

selection of criteria. You should read the case studies listed below. The case studies will 

provide you with insight into how quality assurance functions, as well as a standard to 

measure your response to the activity above. In addition, you may find it interesting to read 

about three of our case studies from a completely different angle. You’ll find lots that is 

familiar and lots that is new. 

Case study 3: Materials development at NIOS 

Case study 4: Learner assessment at UPNG-OC 

LESSON SUMMARY 
In this lesson you recognised the work you’ve been doing on best practice, the contested 

nature of quality was discussed, and the purposes of quality assurance. You then applied 

one standard to your own OS, and continued to work with the rest of the standards in COL, 

2015. Quality Assurance in Open Schools. Commonwealth of Learning. 
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LESSON 4.2 – QUALITY ASSESSMENT: EVALUATION AND MONITORING 

LESSON INTRODUCTION 
In this lesson we are going to look at ways of assessing quality which include evaluation and 

monitoring. Then we’ll examine evaluation and monitoring in more detail. 

LESSON OBJECTIVES 

Upon completion of this lesson, you will be able to 

1. Outline ways to assess quality. 

2. Discuss evaluation. 

3. Describe monitoring. 

METHODS FOR ASSESSING QUALITY 

Ed du Vivier (2009) in the Open School Handbook argues the following about ways to assess 

quality: 

Maintaining and improving quality in any organisation involves systematic assessment at 

various stages. You will need to know how things stand at present so that you can plan for 

the future. You will also need to check your progress in implementing those plans. And you 

will need to sit back and reflect on what has been achieved after the plan has run its course. 

Common methods for assessing quality in open schools include: 

 internal monitoring; 

 external peer review; 

 formal audit; 

 collecting relevant statistical information; and 

 evaluation research. 

MONITORING 

The term monitoring normally refers to an ongoing process that is carried out by an 

institution’s own staff. We’ll have a detailed look at monitoring below. 

PEER REVIEW 

Peer review involves arranging for a panel of experienced practitioners from outside your 

open school to appraise the quality management practices you are using. Those who carry 

out the peer review should be drawn from another ODL institution or institutions, either in 

your own country or outside its borders. Rather than relying on “experts” to comment on 

the effectiveness of quality management policies, plans and procedures, this approach 

engages peers in comparable positions elsewhere. Unlike experts, who may not appreciate 

the problems faced by managers when promoting quality in a local context, peers can 

provide more practical suggestions for improvement? There are also advantages for those 

who carry out such peer reviews, since they are exposed to different practices that can be 
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adapted to enhance quality in their own institutions. NAMCOL and BOCODOL (Botswana 

College of Distance and Open Learning) have an agreement in place for peer reviews. 

FORMAL AUDIT 

In many countries, national qualifications frameworks have been put in place to ensure the 

quality of awards made by educational institutions. In order to have awards validated, it is 

necessary to seek accreditation from such bodies. If your open school prepares learners for 

examinations validated by an international body, certain minimum standards may also be 

imposed. Even where such structures do not exist, ministries or departments of education 

normally have criteria and procedures for registering educational institutions in order to 

weed out those that provide sub-standard services. Ensuring that an open school meets the 

minimum requirements for accreditation or registration requires a formal audit or 

inspection. This is normally carried out by representatives of the accrediting body and 

involves a review of the institution’s policies, practices, staffing and facilities against a 

checklist of prescribed features. 

EVALUATION 

Monitoring sessions, peer reviews and formal audits are all effective ways to assess internal 

processes that can contribute to maintaining and improving quality. However, in order to 

determine what impact these are having on the services provided for key stakeholders, you 

need to carry out evaluative research. In this context, stakeholders include not only the 

learners themselves, but also “graduates” (learners who completed a programme at any 

level) and dropouts, as well as families, employers and others who benefit from the services 

provided by your open school. Three common types of evaluative research are discussed 

below, as well as evaluation in general. (Du Vivier E. , 2009) 

Let’s have a more detailed look at first evaluation, then monitoring. 

EVALUATION 

‘Evaluation is the collection, analysis and interpretation of information about 

any aspect of a programme of education and training, as part of a recognised 

process of judging its effectiveness and any other outcomes it may have.’  

(Thorpe, 1993, p. 5, sourced from (Freeman, 2004) 

Evaluation has similarities and overlaps with quality assurance but there is a distinct 

difference. Quality assurance is a management tool and an ongoing process, which has no 

end. It happens every day and should pervade all the actions taken by all staff. On the other 

hand, evaluation involves taking a step back and reflecting on the organisation, and is often 

carried out by people known as ‘evaluators’. So, while quality assurance is ongoing and 

systemic, evaluation is project-driven, in other words, it has a beginning and an end. 

Monitoring, on the other hand, refers to observing processes and products on an ongoing 

basis and checking to ensure that they meet quality standards. While the information 

collected during a monitoring exercise can be useful for evaluation, monitoring itself does 
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not involve value judgements. Both monitoring and evaluation are key processes for 

assuring your learners and other stakeholders of the quality of the education provided by 

your open school or college. (Du Vivier E. , 2009) 

There are two main types of evaluation: formative and summative (fig. 4.1 below). 

Formative evaluation tends to be used to adjust a course or programme whilst it is in 

progress, whilst summative evaluation is used to look back on a completed course or 

programme. 

Type of 

evaluation 

Aim Typical questions 

Formative To measure progress 

towards achieving 

programme goals 

How is the programme going? 

What progress are students making? 

What problems are students experiencing? 

Summative To measure the effectiveness 

of a programme once it is 

completed 

Did we achieve the programme aims? 

What did the students learn? 

What did it cost? 

(Figure 4.1. Based on Thorpe, 1993, sourced from (Freeman, 2004) 

EVALUATION AT SYSTEMS LEVEL 

Evaluation at system level refers to collecting and analysing data that will allow you to make 

evaluative statements about the ODL system as a whole, rather than about particular 

programmes or courses. Evaluation at system level refers to collecting and analysing data 

that will allow you to make evaluative statements about the ODL system as a whole, rather 

than about particular programmes or courses. You will remember from Lesson 2.1 about 

the systems approach to Open Schooling that evaluation is a function of the regulatory 

subsystem (figure 2.3). These are the kinds of evaluation questions that managers would 

ask themselves: 

 What evaluative information will my stakeholders want?

 What evaluative information will my managers need?

 What evaluative information will my educational staff need?

 What baseline data will I need to collect?

 What evaluation instruments will I build into the system?

Evaluation starts by asking what issues most concern different stakeholders in an ODL 

system. For example, figure 4.2 below shows that politicians will probably be most 

concerned about how many people are enrolling and graduating, and at what cost. 

Managers may be more concerned with slightly shorter-term issues about the success or 

otherwise of particular programmes. 
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Stakeholder Issues 

Politicians • Is the target population being reached?

• Is that population gaining the desired qualifications?

• What is the cost?

• What is the quality?

Managers • Are we reaching our programme goals?

• Are we using resources efficiently?

• Are we meeting our stakeholders’ expectations? (See ‘Politicians’

above.)

Educational staff • Are the materials effective?

• Are the tutors effective?

• Are the systems running smoothly?

• What problems do students report?

What problems do tutors report? 

Figure 4.2 Stakeholder needs for evaluation. From (Freeman, 2004) 

In this module we’ve been using a very good example of a systemic evaluation – or rather, 
two systemic evaluations - namely the Rumble and Koul study about NAMCOL and NIOS 
(Rumble, G. & Koul, B.N. 2007. Open Schooling for Secondary & Higher Secondary 
Education: Cost and Effectiveness in India and Namibia. Commonwealth of Learning. 
Available at: http://hdl.handle.net/11599/228 

Have a look at why this evaluation about cost and effectiveness was commissioned (the text 

below comes from the executive summary): 

http://hdl.handle.net/11599/228
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You might be interested to know about the broad findings that Rumble and Koul make in 

the executive summary: 

While open schools have not been without their problems, such as low status, under 

funding and poor results, there is strong evidence that open schools can effectively deliver 

secondary education to remote pupils that have never before had such opportunities. 

There is evidence that, organised in the right way and with an attention to cost reduction, 

open schools can be set up to reap the benefits of the economies of scale that distance 

education holds out as a possibility. 

The study confirms that open schools can be either a complementary or alternative system 

to the conventional school system. As an alternative, open schools can reach new markets 

through an expanded curriculum. 

Given the crisis in secondary education admissions, this study finds strong evidence to 

support further investment in understanding what it is that makes for success in Open 

Schooling and investment in the establishment of more open schools to face the challenges 

of frustrated demand that so many countries face. This will be of key importance as the 

world faces the challenges of the next three or four decades – of environmental change, 

population growth, and resource and energy supply. It will be difficult if not impossible to 

Recent progress towards the achievement of the second U.N. Millennium Development 

Goal, Universal Primary Education (UPE), means that many more children are completing 

primary education and looking for opportunities to enter secondary education. There is 

little likelihood that governments facing the challenges of meeting the UPE target will be 

able to meet a further challenge of providing vastly increased access to opportunities for 

secondary education. Rapid expansion of secondary provision to meet frustrated demand 

from primary school leavers and the needs of young adults previously denied secondary 

education opportunities will likely require investment in approaches that are less tied to 

traditional methods of schooling. 

It is within this context that this study has been conceived. “Open Schooling for Secondary 

and Higher Education” explores the provision of secondary level Open Schooling in India 

and Namibia, which are vastly different in their basic characteristics. The study examines 

on the National Institute of Open Schooling (NIOS) in India and the Namibian College of 

Open Learning (NAMCOL). The focus is on issues such as cost-benefit of the open school 

model, student profiles, how open schools complement the formal system, learner 

success, course development, open school management and quality assurance. The study 

was carried out by two experts in the field, Professor Badri N. Koul, who researched NIOS, 

and Professor Greville Rumble, who researched NAMCOL, between April and October 

2007. (Rumble & Koul, 2007) 
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meet the demand and need for secondary education on the scale envisaged without 

resorting to Open Schooling approaches. (Rumble & Koul, 2007) 

The Rumble & Koul report is a major one, but it does give you an idea of what a systemic 

evaluation is like. An evaluation at systems level can of course also be about a subsystem, 

like learner support. 

EVALUATION AT PROGRAMME LEVEL 

Evaluation at programme level refers to the collection and analysis of data that will allow 

you to make evaluative statements about particular programmes within your ODL system. 

The term ‘programme’ generally refers to ‘an evaluation that focuses on programmes of 

study’. (Calder, 1994, p. 19). For example, UPNG-OC might conduct a programme 

evaluation of their CTCS (Certificate in Tertiary and Community Studies) programme. This 

type of evaluation is conducted with the following aims. 

• To measure progress towards organisational goals (rather than, say, course goals).

• To measure overall quality (rather than, say, quality within one course).

• To measure academic standards.

• To measure tutorial and support standards.

• To guide the development of the organisation.

(Calder, 1994, p. 117, sourced from (Freeman, 2004)) 

METHODS OF PROGRAMME EVALUATION 

Calder (1994, p.132) identifies 13 types of study that can contribute to programme 

evaluation, divided into three groups. 

• Statistical studies using routine data collected by the organisation, e.g. analysing

marks or numbers of assignments completed.

• Regular monitoring studies, e.g. sending out questionnaires to students once a year.

• Ad hoc studies, e.g. carrying out a review of a programme after it has been in

operation for a number of years.

(Freeman, 2004) 

Reflection Activity 

1. Reread the section Student support services in the NIOS case study (Abrioux & Ferreira,

2009), including the challenges.

2. What aspect(s) of NIOS’ learner support subsystem do you think would need an

evaluation? Explain your answer and note it in the course journal.
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EVALUATION AT COURSE LEVEL 

Evaluation at course level refers to the collection and analysis of data that will allow you 

to make evaluative statements about particular courses within your ODL system. 

PURPOSES OF COURSE-LEVEL EVALUATIONS 

Course-level evaluations are carried out to answer such questions as: 

• How well are the students doing?

• How effective are the course materials? Do they need changing?

• How effective is the support system? Does it need changing?

• How effective is the assessment system? Does it need changing?

• Is the course up to date and accurate?

MEASURES OF COURSE-LEVEL EVALUATIONS 

Some examples of the wide range of measures used for course evaluations are below. 

However, most organisations would only use a small selection of measures, given the cost 

of collecting this type of data. Three of the most commonly used measures are the 

percentage of students who complete the course, the percentage who pass, and the 

percentage of assignments completed. Here are more measures: 

• Percentage attending each tutorial

• Percentage participating in each online discussion

• Percentage using learning centre facilities

• Percentage completing each assignment

• Average marks on each assignment

• Percentage taking the final exams

• Pass rate on overall course assessment

• Hours of student workload

• Learner comments

• Tutor comments

• Relative use of the different components of the course, e.g. course notes, textbook,

audio cassettes, tutorials

• Perceived level (by students) of difficulty

IDEAS FOR SUCCESSFUL COURSE EVALUATIONS 

Below are some ideas for successful course evaluations that do not require too many 

resources to carry them out. 

• Use routine data as far as possible, i.e. try to make sure that your normal day-to-day

administrative and quality systems are collecting data that can also be used for

evaluation.
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• Collect key statistics that quickly show where the problems (if any) are, e.g. assignment

completion rate, average marks for each assignment, rates of participation in face-to-

face or online sessions.

• Display statistics visually – this helps to quickly see trends or sudden changes that you

might not otherwise spot.

• Share these displays – put them on notice boards, distribute them to writers and tutors.

• Always display a benchmark comparator on your graphs and diagrams.,

(Freeman, 2004)

MONITORING 

Monitoring is closely related to quality assurance, although there is a subtle difference: 

quality assurance seeks to prevent problems arising; monitoring seeks to detect and avert 

problems before they cause larger difficulties. In practice, it is often hard to distinguish 

between the two processes. (Freeman, 2004) 

According to du Vivier (2009) each employee, from the top to the bottom of an Open 

School, should be monitoring the quality of his or her own work on a continuous basis. For 

example, during slack periods the workers who pack study materials can carry out spot 

checks to determine what percentage of packets include everything they are supposed to. 

At the other end of the hierarchy, senior managers can devote an hour per week to 

reviewing the quality of the work they have produced. While self-monitoring is essential, it 

may not be objective and impartial. For this reason, supervisors are normally required to 

monitor the work of their subordinates. However, it is impractical to check every action or 

process that is carried out. For example, moderation of assignment marking cannot involve 

checking of all papers. A random sample of 5 to 10 per cent of assignment scripts from each 

tutor will usually give a statistically valid picture of the quality and reliability of their 

marking. Where monitoring requires periodic inspections, ideally these should not be 

announced in advance. In addition, the times and dates of inspections should be changed 

frequently so that those being inspected cannot anticipate and prepare for them. 

Typically, information obtained during a monitoring session is recorded on a standardised 

form. One of the easiest forms to use is a checklist, which simply requires the person 

carrying out the monitoring to note whether or not certain actions have been carried out. 

While such an approach simplifies the process of inspection, monitoring quality must not be 

equated with mere paperwork. Filling in forms is of no use to anyone unless the 

information they contain is regularly analysed and action is taken when necessary. (Du 

Vivier E. , 2009) 

WHEN TO MONITOR 

Monitoring data needs to be collected and reviewed more frequently than evaluation data. 

For example, if a course lasts 30 weeks and has ten assignments for submission every three 
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weeks, monitoring will need to commence at the end of week 4 in order to see whether 

there are any problems connected with the first assignment. 

This brings us to the end of lesson 4.2 

LESSON SUMMARY 

In this unit we dealt with ways to assess quality, and in particular, evaluation and 

monitoring.  
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UNIT FOUR – SUMMARY 

ASSIGNMENTS, AND ACTIVITIES 
There are a number of activities in Unit 4. Your assignment for Unit 4 – which is also the 

discussion topic, is in Lesson 4.1.  

SUMMARY 

Unit 4 deals with quality in Open Schools. Best practice is discussed first, referring you to 

the reflection activities in most of the lessons in this module. The contested nature of 

quality follows, and then the purposes of quality assurance. We dealt with quality standards 

or criteria which you applied to two of the case studies and your own Open School. 
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MODULE SUMMARY 

LESSONS LEARNED 

This module took you on a journey into the workings of an Open School. First you examined 

Open Schooling from the outside - how it fits in with and differs from the conventional 

educational system. Then you examined the systems approach to ODL and Open Schooling, 

and from there the module took you into components of the subsystems, including quality. 

Having reached the end of the module, you know a lot more about your own Open School 

and about our four case studies: NAMCOL, NIOS, UPNG-OC, and VLN. You know about how 

they fit into and interact with the conventional system in their respective contexts; how 

they differ from conventional schools; how their systems, subsystems and components of 

subsystems function, and what quality looks like for them.  

It is hoped that you also have a new respect for Open Schools and the real difference they 

make in the countries where they operate. 

APPLICATION OF KNOWLEDGE AND SKILL 

Having completed this module, you are now able to critically evaluate the position of your 

Open School in the conventional education system of your country; help to affect changes 

in your OS in terms of system malfunctions; assist with quality assurance as a subsystem; 

and ultimately describe your ideal model for Open Schooling. 
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FINAL ASSIGNMENT/MAJOR PROJECT 

Final Assignment: Designing your ideal Open School model 

Purpose: The purpose of this assignment is to put to work all that you have gained 

throughout the module by producing a report that describes the ideal OS model for you own 

context, region or national environment. 

Task: You task is to produce an essay in which you describe your ideal OS model. 

Questions for guidance: 

1. How does you OS fit into and differ from the conventional system in your

country/region? Which issues in the secondary school system will impact on your OS

and why? What mode, curriculum, legal form would you use?

2. How systemic would your OS be and why? How would the subsystems relate to each

other? What would your organogram look like?

3. What approaches and technologies would you use for the material subsystem?

4. What is the profile of your learners and what do they need? What tutorial and other

services would you provide in the learner subsystem?

5. How would your organise the logistical subsystem and what would it contain to

support the other subsystems? What ICT infrastructure levels would you implement

that are contextually appropriate and would support decisions you make elsewhere,

for example materials development approaches and delivery technologies?

6. What costing issues would you take into account?

7. What role would quality assurance play?

Once you have completed your report submit it to your instructor via the drop box for 

review and grading. 
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