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Foreword 

Within the Commonwealth, education systems continue to face challenges with the increasing 
demand for access, persistent inequities and the urgent need to provide responsive and flexible 
learning opportunities for diverse populations. Moreover, they often suffer from insufficient 
infrastructure, staffing, funding, inadequate technologies and the changing labour market's 
expectations. Research holds that open and distance learning (ODL) has positioned itself as a critical 
strategy for expanding access to quality education, strengthening resilience and supporting national 
development priorities across member states. 

The core mission of the Commonwealth of Learning (COL) is the promotion of learning for 
sustainable development through supporting governments and institutions in harnessing ODL and 
technology-enabled learning. Our long-standing experience in rolling out ODL across the 
Commonwealth reveals that there is a growing interest in this mode of learning. Successful and 
lasting use of ODL depends not just on having digital platforms or online courses but also on clear 
policies at both national and institutional levels, well-trained teachers, suitable and adaptable 
course content, strong support for learners and solid business and partnership plans. 

This publication, Implementing ODL: Practical Guidelines for Sustainable Deployment, makes a 
valuable contribution to this agenda. It offers a useful and detailed plan that covers the important 
parts needed for successfully starting or improving existing ODL initiatives. Highlights of the 
publication include institutional policy development, faculty grades, curriculum design based on 
labour market needs, technology integration, quality assurance and sustainability. These aspects 
align closely with COL’s long-standing work in supporting capacity building within education 
systems across the Commonwealth. 

The publication is of relevance to Commonwealth countries, especially those in Africa and the 
Caribbean, because it can easily be contextualised. For example, higher education institutions in 
these regions working to expand access to higher education face significant challenges related to 
connectivity, digital readiness and resource constraints. The structured guidance offered in this 
publication addresses most of the key issues. It also provides generic implementation tools, 
business models and monitoring and evaluation frameworks. They are pivotal in providing 
institutions with practical pathways to build sustainable ODL systems that respond to local realities. 

Another key aspect highlighted by the publication is the need for faculty development. Any ODL 
initiative's sustainability hinges on educators equipped with digital pedagogical skills and 
supported by continuous professional development. This perspective aligns strongly with COL’s 
commitment to strengthening institutional capacity and improving the quality of teaching and 
learning across the Commonwealth. Again, a good number of ODL initiatives begin with enthusiasm 
but struggle to endure beyond project funding cycles. By focusing on long-term funding, 
partnerships and the ability to adapt, this publication helps institutions shift from temporary 
projects to lasting changes that ensure sustainability. 

The author’s extensive experience in educational technology and ODL implementation brings 
credibility and practical insight to the text. The integration of global best practices with national and 
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regional perspectives enhances the relevance of the publication for diverse Commonwealth 
contexts, particularly those seeking to expand equitable access while ensuring quality and 
relevance. 

While the publication offers guidance, it also suggests practical tools that will support institutions 
in designing and sustaining effective ODL systems that contribute to learning for sustainable 
development. 

I am confident that this publication will serve as an important resource for education leaders, 
policymakers, faculty and practitioners across the Commonwealth. It is with immense pleasure that 
I commend this work to the education community. 

Dr Tony Mays 
Director: Education 
Commonwealth of Learning 
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Preface 
 
As the school-age population continues to grow, the demand for more flexible provision of 
schooling, technical and vocational education and training and higher education is also increasing. 
While the world continues to face economic downturns, education systems have intensified the 
need for flexible, accessible and sustainable learning pathways. Increasingly, many regions, 
especially those in developing contexts, are challenged with limited physical infrastructure, 
increased enrolment demands and evolving labour market expectations, which compel institutions 
to explore alternative modes of delivery. In response to these challenges, open and distance learning 
(ODL) has become a key solution, providing chances for more people to participate, encouraging 
lifelong learning and helping meet national development goals. However, embracing ODL extends 
beyond a mere adaptation of technology for the delivery of online courses to an in-depth demand 
for coherent institutional policies, capacity building, robust support systems and sustainable 
governance structures. 
 
Since most conventional in-person education institutions are not versed with what it takes to roll 
out ODL, this publication was developed to provide them with practical, context-sensitive guidelines 
for planning, implementing and sustaining ODL initiatives. The orientations presented in the 
publication are drawn from global best practices, national policy orientations, institutional 
experiences and research evidence. The publication presents actionable strategies to assist 
institutional leaders, policymakers, faculty, instructional designers and practitioners in establishing 
effective ODL systems. This publication is a reflection of the growing recognition that ODL 
implementation should be intentional, structured and aligned with broader educational and 
development goals. 
 
Based on work as an ODL consultant for over a decade, the author of this publication was motivated 
by challenges observed among institutions and stakeholders seeking to transition from traditional 
delivery models. Many institutions that embark on this journey often engage in the process without 
first taking the necessary preliminary steps. By doing this, they encounter common problems such 
as a lack of policies, unprepared staff, poor technology, weak support for learners and no system for 
ensuring quality and sustainability. Conscious of these needs, this publication has been carefully 
written to respond to them by offering a comprehensive and practical roadmap that institutions can 
adapt to their specific contexts. 
 
To facilitate understanding, the publication is structured into three parts to reflect a logical 
progression from foundational considerations to operational implementation. Part I introduces the 
institutional prerequisites for ODL deployment. These include policy formulation, alignment with 
national education strategies, faculty roles and professional development. Part II addresses 
curriculum alignment with the needs of industry and collaboration with stakeholders to enhance 
employability. Part III discusses delivery models, learner support mechanisms, business and 
funding strategies, quality assurance and monitoring and evaluation processes. Part IV: Institutional 
Implementation and Continuous Improvement Framework consolidates policy, pedagogy, 
technology and sustainability dimensions into a coherent framework for institutional deployment. 
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It is my hope that this publication will serve as a useful resource for higher education institutions 
seeking to establish or strengthen ODL systems. While the toolkit will not necessarily address the 
needs of each institution, they are encouraged to adapt the tools, strategies and suggestions to their 
unique institutional contexts. They are further encouraged to view ODL implementation as a 
continuous and evolving process. Ultimately, the effective deployment of ODL has the potential to 
transform learning opportunities, promote equity and support national and global development 
agendas. 
 
Professor Abtar Kaur 
Professor of Innovative Digital Learning 
UNESCO Chair on Harnessing Innovations and Technology to Support Teachers & Quality of 
Learning 
Asia Pacific University, Malaysia 
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Reviewer Comments 
 
Implementing ODL: Practical Guidelines for Sustainable Deployment provides a concise, evidence-
informed roadmap for institutions seeking to design, implement and sustain open and distance 
learning (ODL) systems. In response to growing demand for flexible, inclusive and scalable 
education, the book goes beyond technology to address the critical pillars of policy, governance, 
pedagogy and sustainability. Drawing on global best practices and practical experience, it offers 
actionable guidance on institutional readiness, curriculum alignment with labour market needs, 
faculty capacity development, quality assurance and monitoring and evaluation. With adaptable 
tools and frameworks, the publication supports institution particularly in resource-constrained 
contexts to transition from fragmented initiatives to coherent, sustainable ODL systems aligned 
with national priorities and the fourth Sustainable Development Goal. 
 
The book Implementing ODL: Practical Guidelines for Sustainable Deployment is very timely given 
the technological affordances that have aided the mode to open more educational opportunities to 
groups once denied and enable lifelong learning opportunities. The book is fit for purpose because 
it directly addresses matters that affect especially Commonwealth countries in emerging economies 
and contact institutions that are planning to venture into the ODL mode. These matters range from 
connectivity, digital readiness to resource constraints. Without being restrictive and prescriptive, 
the book can also be regarded as a go-to resource for institutions in similar contexts. 
 
Professor Ruth Aluko 
University of Pretoria 
 
My review focused primarily on minor content editing to enhance clarity, coherence and precision 
of expression across selected sections of the manuscript. The suggested adjustments were editorial 
in nature and did not alter the conceptual framework, structure, evidence base or overall integrity 
of the publication. The manuscript remains academically sound and publication-ready, and I 
confidently recommend it for sponsorship and dissemination. 
 
Dr Tommie Hamaluba 
Botswana Open University 
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Executive Summary 
 
This publication, Implementing ODL: Practical Guidelines for Sustainable Deployment, is a well-
crafted, comprehensive, evidence-informed framework for planning, implementing and sustaining 
open and distance learning (ODL) within educational institutions. The publication is timely, as it 
emerges at a time when there are increasing global and national pressures to widen access to 
education, improve institutional flexibility, and integrate technology-enabled learning in ways that 
promote inclusiveness, relevance and sustainability. 
 
For easy understanding and application, the book is organised into four parts that move from 
institutional foundations, through programme design and delivery, to sustainability, quality 
assurance and finally evaluation and strategic deployment. Part I: Foundations for ODL 
Implementation establishes the enabling conditions for durable ODL systems. Chapter 1, 
"Institutional Policy Design for ODL", frames policy as the anchor for governance, coherence, 
accountability, inclusion, and long-term viability. Chapter 2, "Redefining Faculty Roles and 
Responsibilities", addresses the human-capacity shift required for ODL, clarifying evolving 
academic roles (design, facilitation, assessment, mentoring) and the institutional supports and 
incentives needed to sustain high-quality practice. Chapter 3, "Assessing Industry Skills Needs", 
extends the concept of “foundations” into relevance: it provides methods for understanding labour 
market demand and translating evidence into skills alignment that improves graduate outcomes 
and strengthens the legitimacy of ODL offerings. 
 
Part II: Curriculum Alignment and Industry Partnership turns foundational intent into 
implementable learning experiences and institutional engagement. Chapter 4, "Designing ODL 
Programmes and Curriculum", presents a structured pathway for curriculum and course 
development, balancing flexibility, accessibility, modularity, and quality. Chapter 5, "Programme 
Delivery and Stakeholder Engagement", shifts attention to delivery models, learner support and 
purposeful engagement with learners, faculty, employers and communities — treating 
participation, retention and learner success as system outcomes rather than individual burdens. 
Chapter 6, "Research, Innovation and Technological Integration", positions research and innovation 
as operational necessities, recommending institutionally supported inquiry, interdisciplinary 
collaboration and responsible uptake of emerging technologies to improve learning and decision-
making. 
 
Part III: Sustainability and Quality Assurance addresses the realism of scale, money, governance 
discipline and quality safeguards. Chapter 7, "Business Models for Sustainable ODL 
Implementation", lays out ways institutions can evaluate and choose delivery and revenue 
configurations appropriate to their context. Chapter 8, "Funding Mechanisms and Strategic 
Partnerships", consolidates financing options and partnership approaches, including institutional 
readiness for managing donor relations and collaborative arrangements. Chapter 9, "Quality 
Assurance and Regulatory Compliance", specifies the quality indicators, review mechanisms, 
feedback loops and compliance practices needed to maintain credibility and protect learners. 
 
Finally, Part IV: Evaluation and Strategic Deployment ensures institutions can prove value and 
continuously improve. Chapter 10, "Monitoring, Evaluation and Impact Assessment", provides 
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performance-measurement approaches and evidence-use practices to strengthen accountability 
and institutional learning. Chapter 11, "Developing a Strategic Implementation Plan", culminates 
the book with an integrated roadmap linking readiness, phased rollout, governance, resourcing and 
sustainability so that leadership teams can move from aspiration to measurable institutional 
change. Across the parts, the book’s practical orientation is reinforced by an implementation toolkit 
(templates and instruments) designed to support adaptation to local constraints while maintaining 
strategic coherence. This plan provides practical steps for higher education institutions 
transitioning from traditional delivery models to embrace a sustainable ODL ecosystem that is 
aligned with national and global development priorities. 
 
Overall, the publication provides useful advice for school leaders, policymakers, teachers and 
professionals to create ODL systems that are inclusive, strong and focused on students. By blending 
policy, pedagogy, technology and sustainability considerations, the publication positions ODL as a 
strategic mechanism for widening access. It also serves as a pathway for enhancing learning 
outcomes, strengthening employability and contributing to national development goals. 
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General Introduction 
 
The global education landscape is undergoing a major transformation driven by demographic 
growth, technological progress and an increasing demand for flexible, inclusive and lifelong learning 
opportunities. Across both developed and developing contexts, higher education institutions are 
under increasing pressure to widen access, improve quality, enhance relevance to labour market 
needs and ensure sustainability even against a backdrop of constrained resources. Traditional face-
to-face delivery models, while foundational, are increasingly insufficient to meet these evolving 
demands. In this context, open and distance learning (ODL) has emerged as a strategic and 
transformative approach to expanding educational provision, promoting equity and strengthening 
the resilience of education systems. 
 
ODL is not merely an alternative mode of delivery; it is a paradigm shift in the way education is 
conceived, designed and delivered. By leveraging digital technologies, flexible learning pathways 
and learner-centred pedagogies, ODL enables institutions to transcend geographical, temporal and 
socio-economic barriers that have historically limited access to education. It caters to diverse 
learner populations, including working adults, rural communities, persons with disabilities and 
other marginalised groups, thereby making a direct contribution to the global development agenda 
such as the United Nations' Sustainable Development Goal 4, which promotes inclusive and 
equitable quality education and lifelong learning opportunity for all. 
 
In spite of its transformative potential, the implementation of ODL remains a complex and 
multifaceted undertaking. Evidence from global practice illustrates that many institutions have 
struggle to move from traditional delivery models to ODL systems. Common challenges include the 
absence of coherent institutional policies, limited staff capacity in digital pedagogy, inadequate 
technological infrastructure, weak learner support mechanisms, fragmented governance structures 
and unsustainable funding models. Often, ODL initiatives are implemented as facilitated short-term 
projects driven by external pressures such as emergency remote teaching due to crisis situations 
rather than as strategically planned and institutionally embedded systems. Consequently, these 
efforts rarely lead to sustained impact or sustainability. 
 
This book, Implementing ODL: Practical Guidelines for Sustainable Deployment addresses these 
challenges directly by offering a comprehensive, evidence-informed and practice-oriented 
framework for the design, implementation and sustainability of ODL systems in educational 
institutions. Drawing on global best practices, empirical research and widespread professional 
experience of educational technology and ODL implementation, the book aims to provide practical 
orientation based on institution-specific realities, particularly those operating in resource-
constrained environments. 
 
A distinctive feature of this publication is its emphasis on institutional transformation rather than 
technological adoption. According to the book, successful ODL implementation demands a holistic 
and systemic. The book argues that successful ODL implementation requires a holistic and systemic 
approach that integrates policy, pedagogy, technology, governance and sustainability 
considerations. It also highlights that digital platforms will not guarantee effective ODL systems; 
instead, successful implementation lies in cohesive institutional strategies, human resources 
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capability, inclusive curriculum design, quality assurance mechanism, as well as a robust 
monitoring and evaluation process. In this regard, the book positions ODL as a strategic institutional 
reform process that must be aligned with national education policies, development priorities and 
labour market demands. 
 
The structure of the book reflects a logical progression from foundational principles to operational 
implementation. Part I: Foundations for ODL Implementation establishes the conditions for 
sustainable ODL systems, emphasising policy coherence, evolving faculty roles, and alignment with 
labour market needs to ensure relevance and institutional legitimacy. Part II: Curriculum Alignment 
and Industry Partnership translates these foundations into practice through flexible curriculum 
design, effective programme delivery, stakeholder engagement, and the integration of research, 
innovation, and technology. Part III: Sustainability and Quality Assurance focuses on scalability and 
long-term viability by addressing business models, funding strategies, partnerships, and robust 
quality assurance and regulatory frameworks. Part IV: Evaluation and Strategic Deployment 
highlights continuous improvement through monitoring, impact assessment, and the development 
of strategic implementation plans that guide institutions towards measurable transformation. 
 
The book culminates in a comprehensive implementation plan that integrates these elements into 
a coherent roadmap as well as a practical toolkit for institutions that want to establish, strengthen, 
and/or scale ODL systems in an efficient and effective way. Its audience would include institutional 
leaders, policymakers, academic and support staff, instructional designers, quality assurance 
practitioners, development partners active in education reform and digital learning initiatives. 
 
An additional important aspect of this book is its great attention to contextualisation and 
adaptability. Although the frameworks, tools and strategies outlined are based on relevant 
international best practices, they may be adapted to different institutional and national settings, 
most especially in Africa and other developing countries. These include a range of practical tools 
including readiness assessment instruments, policy templates, monitoring and evaluation 
indicators and implementation roadmaps resulting in a book that goes beyond the theory to provide 
real support for institutional decision-making and action. 
 
In addition, the book advances the notion that ODL implementation should be viewed as a 
continuous, iterative process of institutional learning and innovation. It highlights the importance 
of data-driven decision-making, stakeholder engagement and adaptive governance in responding 
to emerging challenges and opportunities in digital education. By embedding monitoring and 
evaluation within broader quality assurance ecosystems, institutions can foster a culture of 
continuous improvement that enhances both educational outcomes and organisational resilience. 
 
Finally, this book is anchored in the conviction that education is a fundamental driver of social 
transformation, economic development, and human empowerment. By providing a structured and 
context-sensitive approach to ODL implementation, it seeks to support institutions in harnessing 
the full potential of digital and open learning to expand access, improve quality and contribute 
meaningfully to national and global development goals. In doing so, it positions ODL not only as a 
response to current educational challenges but as a forward-looking strategy for building inclusive, 
resilient and future-ready education systems. 
 



Part I:  

FOUNDATIONS FOR ODL IMPLEMENTATION
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Chapter 1: Institutional Policy Design for ODL 
 
Introduction 
 
As the school-age population continues to grow and many more learners graduate from secondary 
education, post-schooling providers will continue to face more enrolment pressure, thus demanding 
the expansion of existing institutional infrastructure and capacity. In the context of technological 
transformation, there is strong evidence that open and distance learning (ODL) is a viable and cost-
effective pathway that can provide greater access to education provision at all levels of the 
education system. 
 
For the purposes of this discussion, this publication will use the following definition of ODL: 
 

Open and Distance Learning (ODL) is the provision of distance education opportunities 
in ways that seek to mitigate or remove barriers to access, such as finances, prior 
learning, age, social, work or family commitments, disability, incarceration or other 
such barriers. “Open” refers to a commitment that removes any unnecessary barriers 
to access to learning. Distance education refers to teaching and learning that 
temporarily separates teacher and learner in time and/or place; uses multiple media 
for delivery of instruction; involves two-way communication and possibly occasional 
face-to-face meeting for tutorials and learner-learner interaction. Open learning is not 
the same as distance learning, but both are complementary and hence the two terms 
are often used together as open and distance learning. (Commonwealth of Learning 
[COL], 2023, p. 5) 

 
This definition is most suitable among many because it provides a holistic and operational 
understanding of ODL by combining both "openness" (barrier removal) with distance education 
pedagogical and technological attributes. Furthermore, being a product of COL — the premier global 
agency in ODL policy and operations — it provides an internationally acknowledged evidence-based 
framework for higher education institutions around the world. 
 
The success of ODL systems largely depends on a well-formulated institutional policy that is 
coherent, context-based and flexible. Coherent institutional policies are necessary for effective ODL 
implementation; however, many institutions face gaps in governance, quality assurance, digital 
pedagogy and alignment with national strategies, which lead to fragmented initiatives (May, 2022; 
UNESCO, 2023). Such fragmented policy environments risk inconsistent delivery, unequal access 
and weak sustainability of ODL programmes, hence the need for integrated governance and 
inclusive policy frameworks (Bozkurt et al., 2022; COL, 2023). This chapter, titled “Institutional 
Policy Design for ODL”, discusses the key components of a policy that should provide strategic 
direction, ensure quality and promote inclusivity. Moreover, the chapter identifies quality 
assurance mechanisms, technological infrastructure, programme design and learning support 
systems as key elements of a robust institutional policy framework. While institutional ODL policies 
are not stand-alone documents, orientations have also been provided on how to align them with 
national education policies and development goals to ensure coherence and regulatory compliance. 
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Guidelines have also been provided on how to render the policy inclusive for the purpose of 
enhancing access, promoting equity and ensuring the sustainability of distance learning initiatives. 
 
Finally, the chapter provides strategies for establishing a sustainable governance structure for the 
implementation, monitoring and periodic evaluation of ODL policies. I believe that by doing so, the 
chapter will equip institutional leaders, policymakers and educators with the tools needed to build 
resilient and inclusive ODL ecosystems. 
 
Key Components of Institutional Policies that Support Effective ODL 
Frameworks 
 
ODL is a flexible and learner-focused form of education that explores the potential of various 
learning technologies to widen access to education. Evidence from best practices reveals that for 
ODL to be successfully implemented, there is a need for all-inclusive institutional policies that 
provide strategic direction, governance and accountability. To ensure quality, equity, efficiency and 
sustainability, there is a strong need for policies to incorporate these core components, which are 
interdependent and operate as a system rather than isolated policy statements. They serve as pillars 
that structure and guide the planning, implementation and evaluation of ODL initiatives. 
 
Strategic Vision and Institutional Commitment 
 
An institutional ODL policy must have clear vision and mission statements supported by senior 
management. The vision on ODL must be aligned with the general institutional vision. This is 
necessary for institutions that are not purely ODL, like the University of South Africa (UNISA). The 
complete strategic plan must include budgetary allocation and a staff framework as evidence of 
institutional commitment. UNESCO (2019) insists that institutional commitment to ODL must be 
formally expressed through vision statements, governance mechanisms, and strategic integration. 
For example, drawing from best practice, UNISA incorporates ODL into their institutional strategy: 
UNISA Strategy 2030. The plan lays emphasis on digital transformation, inclusive access and quality 
assurance (UNISA, 2020). Incorporating ODL into the institutional strategy improves 
implementation outcomes by ensuring leadership commitment, dedicated budget allocation and co-
ordinated governance structures. 
 
Quality Assurance Mechanisms 
 
An ODL policy must include a quality assurance framework to guide programme design, delivery, 
learner support and assessment. Efforts should be made to ensure that it aligns with national and 
international quality frameworks. Research indicates ODL may be perceived as inferior to 
traditional face-to-face education when effective quality assurance mechanisms are absent, as 
issues of credibility, learner support and instructional quality may undermine stakeholder 
confidence (Bardakcı, 2024; Jung, 2023). The quality assurance framework should include, but not 
be limited to, programme development guidelines for various learning modalities, assessment and 
evaluation policies, peer review guidelines and accreditation mechanisms. As a pioneer and expert 
in the field of ODL, COL provides institutional templates that can help an institution align ODL 
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programmes with quality benchmarks, ensuring academic rigour and learner satisfaction (Latchem, 
2014). 
 
Technological Infrastructure and Digital Policy 
 
In an era where various learning technologies are proliferating in the field of education, effective 
ODL policies must prioritise the need to provide information and communication technologies (ICT) 
infrastructure, including hardware, software, connectivity and support services. This assertion has 
been affirmed by renowned scholars in the field, who uphold that ICT infrastructure is essential for 
ensuring accessibility, flexibility and quality in ODL systems (Bozkurt et al., 2020; Dhawan, 2020). 
Nevertheless, they have emphasised that pedagogy must lead and technology should follow, 
ensuring that technological tools serve clearly defined instructional goals and learner needs rather 
than driving educational practice. Moreover, standards must also be clearly defined for learning 
management systems (LMSs), cybersecurity, data protection and accessibility. In terms of best 
practices, the Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU) ODL policy highlights institutional 
commitment to investment in digital platforms like Study Webs of Active-Learning for Young 
Aspiring Minds and mobile learning apps to widen access and content delivery (IGNOU, 2022). 
 
Programme Design and Pedagogical Models 
 
Programme design and pedagogical models are other important components of the ODL policy. The 
ODL policy should clearly define the principles that guide ODL programme development. Flexibility, 
relevance and learner-centredness should be key characteristics of the programmes. Guidelines 
should also be provided for the use of blended learning, open educational resources and 
competency-based approaches. Most effective policies also provide orientation on instructional 
design models, the quality of interactive and multimedia content, and inclusive pedagogic practices. 
These components are critical in an institution's ODL policy. While commenting on these 
perspectives, scholars have argued that effective pedagogy in ODL requires supportive institutional 
and policy frameworks that foster innovation in instructional design, learner interaction and 
engagement strategies (Dennen et al., 2024; Gani, 2024; Kuluşaklı, 2025). 
 
Learner Support System 
 
In many developing countries, learners enrolled in ODL programmes often study independently and 
remotely from their institutions. Learners enrolled in this mode of learning require robust, 
structured learner support systems. Learner support services are fundamental mechanisms for 
promoting student success, persistence and retention in distance education environments (Ouma & 
Nkuyubwatsi, 2019; Scheepers & Van den Berg, 2022). To keep learners engaged, ODL policies must 
ensure that systems for academic advice, psychosocial support, technical help desks and career 
guidance are addressed. Learner support structures that should be considered in an effective ODL 
policy include virtual libraries and tutoring systems, orientation programmes for new learners, 
dedicated help lines and LMS support. 
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Human Resources and Professional Development 
 
Qualified human capital is critical in the success of an ODL initiative. Consequently, ODL delivery 
requires skilled staff in digital pedagogy, instructional design and online assessment. This 
perspective concurs with research that has emphasised that the success and effectiveness of ODL 
systems largely depend on the competence, quality and commitment of the human resources 
responsible for designing, delivering and supporting learning processes (Ouma & Nkuyubwatsi, 
2019; Senyametor et al., 2024). In this regard, an ODL policy should highlight the need for ongoing 
professional development and capacity building to keep pace with ever-changing trends. Moreover, 
the policy could consider providing orientations for training workshops on LMS and e-assessments, 
incentives for digital content creation to keep faculty engaged, workload models that recognise 
online teaching efforts and many more. 
 
An ODL policy should not undervalue inclusion. An effective ODL policy should be gender sensitive 
and target equitable access for women, rural learners, persons with disabilities and other 
marginalised groups. Inclusive design in ODL systems is critical since they are envisioned to enable 
the rise of participation and reduce education disparity through flexible learning opportunities for 
under-represented populations (Iniesto et al., 2023; Kulal & Nayak, 2024). Thus, in this sense, 
inclusion should be viewed not as a choice but as an inevitable underlying principle that embeds 
new approaches to the design of contemporary ODL systems and digital pedagogies. In fact, Gaskell 
(2017) has argued that (if) ODL is carried out properly it can go a long way towards ensuring access 
for all, especially marginalised groups such as women and rural learners by overcoming 
geographical, social and economic barriers: this is immediately clear from evidence shown in the 
research. Such a policy could include strategies for universal design for learning, language diversity 
in content delivery and the provision of assistive technologies. This endeavour accommodates the 
needs of diverse learners by explicitly using open approaches to enhance equity (Jha et al., 2024). 
 
Monitoring, Evaluation and Policy Review 
 
Monitoring and evaluation (M&E) is another critical component of an ODL policy. To effectively 
monitor implementation, assess its effectiveness and conduct periodical reviews, an M&E 
framework should be part of the policy document. M&E frameworks often include key performance 
indicators for access, retention and completion; feedback mechanisms from learners and faculty; 
and regular policy audits and updates. Corroborating these views, researchers have argued that due 
to the fast-growing pace of technology, education policies must be regularly reviewed and updated 
(Butler et al., 2024; Timotheou et al., 2023). Drawing from this assertion, the Open University of 
Tanzania (OUT) uses M&E dashboards to inform continuous refinement of their policy (OUT, 2022). 
 
Stakeholders should adopt a comprehensive and systematic approach when identifying the key 
components of an institutional ODL policy by explicitly addressing governance structures, quality 
assurance mechanisms, pedagogical strategies and equity considerations to ensure effective, 
inclusive and sustainable distance learning. National education policies, regulations and global best 
practices must align with these. When these are considered, it can be ascertained that the 
institutional policy grounded in these principles is more likely to yield impactful, scalable and 
sustainable ODL systems. 
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Aligning Institutional ODL Strategies with National Education Policies 
 
To ensure sustainable, inclusive and high-quality distance education systems, a successful ODL 
strategy must align with national education policies. Moreover, there must be coherence in the 
policy, alignment with standards and better management of allocated resources. The benefit of such 
alignment is that institutions contribute to national development goals and directly address issues 
of access, equity, lifelong learning, digital transformation and workforce development. 
 
Policy Mapping and Strategic Analysis 
 
Scholars hold that effective alignment begins with understanding both the letter and spirit of 
national policies so that institutional strategies respond proactively to policy directions rather than 
merely reacting to them (Butler et al., 2024; Friday et al., 2023). To align institutional ODL policy 
with national education policies, the process begins with policy document mapping. Mapping refers 
to a systematic comparison of institutional ODL policy and practices with the frameworks provided 
in national education strategies. Proper execution of this task ensures that institutional strategies 
do not develop in isolation, but instead directly address national goals. Take, for example, the 
African Union’s (2016) Continental Education Strategy for Africa 2016–2025, which includes cross-
cutting issues such as gender equity, ICT integration and teacher development (. The alignment 
process will require institutions to include these aspects in their policy document after conducting 
gap analyses to identify areas of divergence and opportunities for synergy. 
 
Incorporation of National Development Goals 
 
Every country has a national education policy or national development plan, which often reflects 
the country’s broader developmental vision. A public education institution is an entity of that 
country, and it thus has the obligation to align its mission, vision and programme objectives with 
the national development framework. A practical example of institutional alignment between ODL 
policy and national development priorities can be observed at UNISA. The university 
operationalises this alignment through curriculum reforms that prioritise employability and skills 
development, large-scale digital expansion of its LMSs and student support systems, and strategic 
funding allocations towards technology-enhanced teaching and open learning initiatives. These 
measures directly support UNISA's objectives, particularly in advancing lifelong learning, widening 
access to higher education, and fostering digital innovation within the national knowledge economy 
(UNISA, 2020). 
 
Regulatory Compliance and Accreditation Alignment 
 
Most countries have a national qualification authority, an ICT regulatory body or a curriculum 
authority. These bodies have carefully crafted standards for the quality assurance, accreditation and 
integration of ICT in education. These clearly defined standards and regulations compel each 
institution to align. Programmes, assessments and certification processes must meet national 
standards. In Nigeria, for example, the National Open University of Nigeria (NOUN) adheres to the 
standards and regulatory guidelines of the National Universities Commission by aligning 
programme design with the commission's Benchmark Minimum Academic Standards, subjecting all 
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programmes to conducting periodic accreditation reviews, implementing institutional quality 
assurance mechanisms, deploying approved curricula and qualified academic staff and maintaining 
continuous monitoring and reporting systems to ensure compliance with national quality 
requirements (NOUN, 2022). 
 
Digital and Technological Synergy 
 
A crucial factor for successfully developing institutional ODL policy designs is aligning ODL 
strategies with national ICT policies, especially as education becomes increasingly digitalised. 
Stakeholders should prioritise interoperability, equity and sustainability in the institutional ODL 
policy to ensure synergy. Such efforts could include the adaptation of clearly articulated open 
standards, digital content guidelines and cybersecurity protocols for everyone to comply with. 
IGNOU's institutional ODL policy serves as a clear example of this approach. It aligns technological 
platforms with the national Study Webs of Active-Learning for Young Aspiring Minds initiative 
under the Digital India Programme. By so doing, it ensures that government-endorsed platforms for 
massive open online courses and blended learning are aligned (IGNOU, 2022). 
 
Stakeholder Engagement and Participatory Governance 
 
Stakeholders in institutional ODL policy development include officials from the Ministry of 
Education, regulators, community leaders, the leaders of teacher syndicates and learners. These 
stakeholders play a strategic role in aligning an institutional ODL policy, because participatory 
governance enhances the legitimacy and responsiveness of institutional strategies. COL, as a global 
leader in ODL, points out the importance of stakeholder participation in shaping sustainable 
education systems. Through inclusive consultation with governments, institutions, communities 
and learners, ODL initiatives can be effectively aligned with national priorities while remaining 
responsive to grassroots realities and contextual needs (COL, 2021; Tait, 2018). 
 
Using National Indicators to Track Institutional Performance 
 
For optimal results, institutional ODL M&E frameworks must be consistent with the national 
Education Management Information Systems (EMIS) to ensure consistency in data collection, 
reporting and policy decision-making (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2020). Alignment enables 
institutions to generate reliable and comparable data that support national education planning and 
system-level evaluation. In this case, it is imperative that institutions track their performance using 
national indicators. Institutions implementing ODL programmes should therefore monitor their 
performance using nationally recognised indicators such as enrolment rates, completion rates and 
digital access indicators, which help measure learner participation, programme effectiveness and 
the availability of digital learning infrastructure (Gouëdard, 2021; Min et al., 2023; Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development, 2023). While providing examples of best practices, COL 
encouraged institutions to learn from the Namibian College of Open Learning (NAMCOL), which 
aligned its performance indicators with Namibia’s national education metrics to facilitate integrated 
planning and reporting (COL, 2021). 
 
Funding and Policy Incentive Alignment 
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Funding and policy incentives are critical to the success of ODL initiatives. As such, institutions are 
encouraged to align with national funding mechanisms and policy incentives. Sources of funding 
include grant opportunities supporting national priorities, such as the Global Partnership for 
Education, UNESCO and COL; government-subsidised infrastructure programmes; public-private 
partnerships encouraged by policy; and other non-governmental organisations interested in 
supporting ODL. OUT serves as a prime example. Over the years, this institution has benefited from 
the Education and Skills for Productive Jobs funding programme, which aligns institutional 
development with national employment and skill goals (OUT, 2020). 
 
Establishing alignment between national education policies and institutional ODL strategies is a 
dynamic and iterative process which ensures that institutions remain relevant, accountable and 
effective contributors to national education goals. Alignment is intentional and multifaceted, 
involving policy mapping, regulatory compliance, technological synergy and inclusive stakeholder 
engagement. Institutions that adopt these best practices not only enhance their credibility but also 
expand access and impact. 
 
Inclusion in Access, Equity and Sustainability in ODL 
 
The main goal of ODL is to democratise education and reduce learning barriers. Thus, inclusion is 
the fundamental base of ODL. This task entails ensuring that global challenges such as poverty, 
gender inequality, disability and geographic isolation are strategically mainstreamed in the ODL 
policy to support access, equity and sustainability. Institutional ODL policies that address diverse 
learner needs guarantee environmental, economic and institutional resilience. 
 
Policy Frameworks that Promote Access 
 
Factors that block learners from accessing ODL and fully participating in education are physical, 
technological, financial and pedagogical barriers. To expand access, the institutional ODL policy 
must be inclusive and address the specific needs of under-represented and marginalised groups, 
including those in rural areas, individuals with disabilities, working adults and low-income learners. 
Research increasingly argues that access to education should not be understood merely as physical 
enrolment but rather as meaningful participation supported by enabling learning environments 
that remove barriers and promote engagement, inclusion and learning success for all learners 
(Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2020; Page, 2024). A better approach to ensuring 
inclusion is to institutionalise open admission policies and flexible learning pathways and develop 
low-bandwidth, offline instructional materials for areas with limited Internet connectivity. 
Moreover, it is also important to institutionalise mobile learning and community learning centres 
as decentralised access points. Best practice from the Open University of the United Kingdom 
(2022) reveals that the institution has embraced inclusive policies to widen access. Their policy 
offers open-access entry without formal qualifications. Moreover, their course materials are in 
multiple formats (print, online and audio) designed to meet diverse learner needs and widen access. 
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Equity-Oriented Policy Design 
 
Learners with diverse needs seek enrolment in education offerings. Institutions have responsibility 
to cater to this diversity. A more effective approach is to ensure that the ODL policy promotes equity. 
An equitable ODL system must recognise learner diversity and proactively remove structural 
barriers such as digital inequality, accessibility challenges and socio-economic constraints to ensure 
inclusive participation and success in online education (Durak, 2025; Iniesto et al., 2023). A policy 
that provides learners with fair opportunities and resources to succeed is said to acknowledge and 
address systemic disadvantages faced by some groups. Such a policy must also be responsive to 
gender, socio-economic status, language, disability and cultural contexts. There are many strategies 
to make an ODL policy equitable. These include mainstreaming gender-sensitive approaches into 
curriculum development and learner support, developing inclusive language policies and 
multilingual content delivery and providing assistive technologies such as screen readers, captioned 
videos and sign language resources for learners with disabilities. Pioneer institutions, like IGNOU, 
offer programmes in multiple Indian languages and use regional centres to reach remote learners. 
Their equity policies also provide fee exemptions for economically disadvantaged groups (IGNOU, 
2022). 
 
Sustainability in Policy Planning and Implementation 
 
At the institutional level, sustainability is a pivotal in the implementation of ODL initiatives. An ODL 
system is said to be effective when there is a balance access to education, financial viability and 
environmental responsibility. Research has highlighted that sustainable digital learning expands 
participation while using cost-efficient delivery models and reducing reliance on physical 
infrastructure and printed materials (Harizan & Shah, 2022; Otto, 2022). To ensure the 
sustainability of ODL initiatives, institutions should consider policies that clearly outline funding 
models such as public-private partnerships and cost-recovery mechanisms. Additionally, 
institutions can consider including policies that explain how open educational resources reduce 
costs and enhance adaptability. Policies on the implementation of energy-efficient servers, e-
recycling and paperless administration, collectively known as green ICT practices, can significantly 
lower expenditures. In 2020, UNISA incorporated environmental sustainability into its strategic 
plan by investing in digital resources and reducing reliance on printed materials, aligning with 
national climate goals. Institutions are encouraged to emulate the UNISA experience. 
 
ODL Policy Review and Adaptation Stakeholders 
 
Inclusive ODL policies must be continuously reviewed through participatory mechanisms that 
involve learners, faculty, policymakers and communities. Feedback loops should be built into 
institutional frameworks to ensure policies remain relevant, effective and inclusive. Owing to the 
important role monitoring, evaluation and adaptation play in the sustainability of ODL initiatives, 
institutions could include policies that establish equity audits and access tracking systems, collect 
disaggregated data on learner demographics and performance and involve learners in policy co-
creation and review forums. NAMCOL, for example, conducts regular stakeholder consultations and 
uses disaggregated enrolment data to refine its access and equity policies (NAMCOL, 2020), and this 
approach works well for the institution. 
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Developing inclusive policies that support access, equity and sustainability in distance learning is 
both a moral imperative and a strategic necessity for ODL institutions. These policies must go 
beyond theoretical commitment to operational integration; that is, they must embed inclusive 
values in curriculum design, learner support, technology use, staff development and institutional 
governance. When thoughtfully designed and rigorously implemented, inclusive policies can 
transform ODL into a powerful tool for educational justice and sustainable development. 
 
Recommended Governance Structures for ODL Policy Implementation and 
Review 
 
Within the field of ODL, a well-structured governance model makes policy implementation and 
continuous review easier. Governance refers to the systems, structures, and processes put in place 
to direct, manage, and evaluate policy implementation in a way that aligns with institutional 
missions and national educational objectives. Research holds that the sustainability and 
responsiveness of ODL systems rely heavily on a robust governance structure that ensures 
transparency, accountability, stakeholder participation and adaptability. There are several forms of 
governance structure that an institution can choose from to address its needs. 
 
Dedicated ODL Governance Unit 
 
Institutions with best practices in ODL often put in place a dedicated governance structure as a 
dedicated unit or directorate to co-ordinate and oversee the implementation of ODL policy, ensure 
quality assurance and align digital learning initiatives with institutional strategy. ODL governance 
bodies should act as institutional anchors that promote effective oversight, innovation and 
equitable access in the delivery of ODL programmes (Jung & Latchem, 2012; Tait, 2018; Zawacki-
Richter & Qayyum, 2019). The missions of such a structure include the translation of policy into 
operational plans, co-ordination of interdepartmental collaboration and monitoring of institutional 
compliance and performance. Such is the case at UNISA, which has put in place a department of 
tuition and facilitation of learning within its ODL directorate. This structure oversees curriculum 
design, delivery modalities and staff training aligned with ODL policy frameworks (UNISA, 2020). 
 
Multi-Tiered Governance and Decentralisation 
 
A multi-tiered governance structure distributes responsibilities across institutional, faculty and 
departmental levels to implement the ODL policy. Best practices in this governance model reveal 
that decentralisation promotes contextualised implementation, which, in turn, increases 
responsiveness to the needs of local learners. To achieve the best out of this model, institutions 
should empower faculty-based ODL co-ordinators to adapt and execute policies locally and create 
regional centres or satellite campuses with administrative authority to manage learner support and 
community engagement. IGNOU has experimented with this model with very impressive outcomes. 
IGNOU operates through a three-tier governance structure. The three tiers of governance include 
headquarters, regional centres and study centres, all of which facilitate policy localisation and 
provide learner support across India's vast geographic and cultural landscape (IGNOU, 2022). 
Institutions with ambitions to grow in widening access to ODL could embrace a multi-tiered 
governance structure. 
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Inclusive and Participatory Governance Mechanisms 
 
Another form of governance structure is referred to as inclusive and participatory governance, 
which keeps track of policy implementation to ensure it reflects the interests of all stakeholders: 
learners, academic staff, administrative personnel and community partners. Such a governance 
structure is often characterised by: an advisory board or council with representation from 
government agencies, faculty, learners and civil society; stakeholder forums and consultative 
workshops for policy feedback and review; and learner governance bodies that contribute to 
monitoring and advocacy. Research holds that “participatory governance deepens policy legitimacy 
and ensures implementation is rooted in real needs and feedback loops” (COL, 2015, p. 18). 
Bangladesh Open University (BOU) established a stakeholder advisory council to support 
institutional strategic planning and policy review. The council brings together representatives from 
government, industry, and the education sector, thereby ensuring that institutional decisions reflect 
national development priorities, labour market needs and emerging educational trends (BOU, 
2019). This multi-sectoral governance approach strengthens institutional accountability and policy 
relevance while promoting collaboration between academia and external stakeholders. 
Evaluatively, the BOU model illustrates how structured stakeholder engagement can enhance policy 
responsiveness, improve programme alignment with societal needs and reinforce quality assurance 
in ODL systems. 
 
Policy Implementation Committees and Working Groups 
 
Thematic working groups or policy implementation committees are another form of governance 
structure in the implementation of ODL. The establishment of this form of governance structure 
ensures technical expertise, continuity, and accountability throughout the implementation process. 
An example of this form of governance structure is practised by NAMCOL. This institution uses 
policy-specific working groups made up of senior staff and external experts to roll out and revise 
institutional policies aligned with national benchmarks (NAMCOL, 2020). The roles and 
responsibilities of such a governance structure include conducting operational planning for specific 
policy areas (e.g., access, technology, quality assurance); developing implementation toolkits and 
timelines; monitoring progress; and reporting to executive management. 
 
Data-Driven M&E Structures 
 
A group of researchers in digital learning governance has argued that governance structures must 
enable adaptive learning systems that utilise data analytics to guide institutional decisions and 
dynamically reshape policy frameworks (Oussous et al., 2023; Yuensook et al., 2026). No matter the 
model of governance systems chosen, it must be embedded with a robust M&E framework that 
supports evidence-based policy implementation and review. In terms of best practices, OUT 
operates a planning, monitoring and evaluation unit. The mission assigned to the unit is to track 
progress on strategic and policy indicators while ensuring the ongoing relevance and 
responsiveness of policies (OUT, 2020). The unit implements more data-driven M&E structures, 
which include a centralised data management system for collecting and analysing learner outcomes, 
access and equity metrics; conducting regular internal audits and policy impact assessments; and 
carrying out annual policy review retreats that bring together key stakeholders. 
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Legal and Regulatory Compliance Mechanisms 
 
All effective governance structures must put in place compliance mechanisms to ensure that 
institutional ODL policies align with national laws, accreditation standards, and regulatory 
frameworks. For an institution to establish a legal and regulatory compliance mechanism, it must 
start by appointing a legal and compliance officer within its ODL units. This officer must periodically 
conduct alignment checks with national policies (e.g., ICT policies and education quality 
frameworks) while ensuring public transparency in policy updates and outcomes. For example, the 
National Open University of Nigeria, as one of the pioneers of ODL institutions in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
has an internal legal and compliance committee that evaluates every policy for adherence to the 
National Universities Commission (2015) regulations before approval and implementation. 
 
Based on the different governance structures for ODL policy implementation and review presented 
here, we can conveniently conclude that they must be strategic, inclusive and adaptive. Institutions 
are encouraged to go beyond having policies on paper to building institutional capacity, distributed 
leadership and systematic monitoring and evaluation mechanisms that ensure policies are 
effectively executed and reviewed. Institutions must keep in mind that the success of ODL policy 
implementation does not only lie in the provision of content but also in the institutional ecosystems 
that support their evolution. 
 
Chapter Summary 
 
This chapter explored the critical components required to develop effective institutional policies for 
ODL. It emphasised that, with growing enrolment demands and technological advancements, ODL 
offers a viable, inclusive and cost-effective educational pathway. To achieve this goal, the chapter 
outlined essential elements of a robust policy that includes strategic vision, quality assurance, 
technological infrastructure, learner support and staff development. It also discussed the need to 
align institutional ODL policies with national education goals and promote access, equity and 
sustainability while ensuring inclusion and adaptability. Finally, it highlighted the necessity to put 
in place a strong management system and collaborative approaches to implement the policy, track 
progress and make changes as needed, so that institutions can build strong and inclusive ODL 
environments. By scrupulously adhering to the recommendations of this chapter, I believe that it 
can provide institutions with a comprehensive framework for designing inclusive, responsive and 
sustainable institutional ODL policy. 
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Chapter 2: Redefining Faculty Roles and Responsibilities 
 
Introduction 
 
As institutions embrace open and distance learning (ODL), the roles and responsibilities of faculty 
need to be reshaped. In a face-to-face classroom, faculty must be present to deliver teaching and 
learning. Expanding learning beyond conventional classrooms requires faculty members to become 
remote facilitators and collaborators in increasingly technology-driven and learner-centred 
environments. This chapter, titled “Redefining Faculty Roles and Responsibilities”, explores the 
ever-changing academic activities within the ODL landscape. It begins by examining how ODL 
transforms conventional faculty functions in curriculum design and delivery with a focus on the 
relevance of new pedagogic approaches and collaborative course development. To ensure a smooth 
transition from conventional to distance learning, the chapter outlines professional development 
strategies to strengthen faculty capacity in digital pedagogy through training, mentorship and 
continuous learning. While it is a common practice to resist change, the chapter also identifies 
practical mechanisms to encourage and support faculty engagement, including recognition 
schemes, workload models and research opportunities. The chapter concludes with recommending 
key support structures, including teaching assistants, digital mentors and instructional designers, 
to enhance teaching effectiveness and learner success in ODL environments. Judging from best 
practices, these insights will guide institutions in building responsive and empowered academic 
teams for effective ODL delivery in the digital age. 
 
The Changing Role of Faculty in ODL Curriculum Design and Delivery 
 
The ever-changing ODL landscape significantly transforms faculty roles and responsibilities to 
accommodate new practices. In traditional learning environments, faculty members are primarily 
responsible for delivering content in face-to-face settings. Rarely do they participate in instructional 
design, media development or technological facilitation. The advent and proliferation of ODL have 
brought significant changes, which necessitate a multidimensional redefinition of faculty roles and 
responsibilities. We will discuss how they now need a broader skill set, new pedagogical approaches 
and collaborative practices in both curriculum design and delivery. 
 
From Content Provider to Learning Designer 
 
In an ODL context, collaboration between faculty, instructional designers, and media specialists is 
essential for developing structured, interactive and accessible learning materials. This collaborative 
model ensures that pedagogical design, technology integration and subject expertise are effectively 
aligned to support quality online learning (Halupa, 2019; Nkulu-Ily, 2023). Consequently, the role 
of faculty shifts from being primarily content deliverers to learning architects who design engaging 
and pedagogically sound learning environments, where instructional strategy becomes as 
important as disciplinary expertise (Halupa, 2019). Furthermore, each faculty engaging in ODL 
delivery is expected to demonstrate mastery in instructional design models such as the analyse, 
design, develop, implement and evaluate model (Branch, 2009) and be able to break content into 
small manageable units while respecting the principles of scaffolded instruction. They need these 
skills because ODL courses must be predeveloped, taking into account the delivery format and type 
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of assessment. In the case where faculty members are only subject matter experts, they work with 
other experts. The Open University of the United Kingdom employs a collaborative course 
development model in which multidisciplinary teams comprising academics, instructional 
designers, editors and technologists work together months before course delivery to design and 
produce high-quality learning materials for distance education (Bates, 2022; Conole, 2013). 
 
Integration of Multimedia and Technology 
 
Creating content for ODL presents significant challenges, requiring faculty to develop strong 
competencies in digital technologies. With the increasing availability of diverse learning tools, 
educators are now expected to design and deliver multimedia-rich courses that incorporate video 
lectures, interactive quizzes, podcasts, discussion forums and case studies presented in various 
digital formats. These materials are typically hosted on learning management systems (LMSs) such 
as Moodle, Blackboard or Canvas, which faculty must learn to navigate efficiently. Based on my 
experience as a practitioner, ODL requires faculty to function as technopedagogues, integrating 
pedagogy and digital technologies to facilitate learner-centred online learning. Recent studies have 
affirmed that effective ODL depends on instructors with techno-pedagogical competencies in 
instructional design, digital facilitation and online interaction (Grammens et al., 2022; La Fleur & 
Dlamini, 2022). However, many faculty members enter ODL without prior experience in educational 
technology, making this shift particularly demanding. To support this transformation, institutions 
must provide robust training and ongoing professional development to build faculty capacity for 
effective digital content creation and delivery. 
 
The Transition from Lecturer to Facilitator and Mentor 
 
ODL transforms the traditional role of the faculty member as a lecturer or teacher delivering content 
into that of a facilitator and mentor. Rather than simply transmitting information, they now assume 
a more active role in engaging learners through interactive methods, such as discussion forums, 
peer reviews, problem-based learning activities and personalised feedback. In ODL, instructors 
function primarily as facilitators who guide learners’ engagement rather than acting as the main 
source of knowledge, shifting from the traditional “sage on the stage” to a “guide on the side” role. 
Contemporary research has confirmed that effective online teaching emphasizes facilitation, 
interaction and learner support to promote active knowledge construction (Kaqinari et al., 2023; 
Martin et al., 2019). They are expected to break large chunks of instructional materials into small 
manageable units, engage learners in meaningful interaction and regularly provide feedback. This 
shift in instructional practice shows the importance of ongoing dialogue and engagement. 
Irrespective of whether it is an asynchronous or synchronous environment, keeping learners 
actively engaged with instructional materials promotes more profound understanding and 
cultivates a strong sense of academic community. Furthermore, facilitators in ODL must be attuned 
to the diverse needs and learning preferences of their learners, ensuring that they tailor their 
communication and support strategies to foster inclusion and learner success. 
 
Collaborative and Team-Based Curriculum Development 
 
In a traditional learning environment, each faculty member independently develops lesson plans 
and course materials. As institutions embrace ODL, this practice of single individuals developing 
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course materials shifts to embrace a more collaborative approach. In such a context, faculty 
members work with experts in instructional design, multimedia development, assessment and 
accessibility to develop inclusive course content. Recent research has shown that the traditional 
practice of individually developing course materials in ODL is increasingly being replaced by 
collaborative course teams, reflecting the growing complexity and interdisciplinary nature of digital 
curriculum design (Philipsen et al., 2019). 
 
Besides, faculty develop new skills in teamwork, project co-ordination and effective 
interdisciplinary communication as they work collaboratively to enrich the quality and variety of 
learning materials. 
 
Ongoing Engagement with Continuous Improvement 
 
Various emerging technologies are significantly impacting the field of education. Due to the 
flexibility and cost-effectiveness of ODL, it is imperative to constantly evaluate and review courses 
based on learner feedback, performance data, and technological trends. Researchers have 
recommended that “Faculty in ODL must be reflexive practitioners—constantly evaluating and 
enhancing their courses through feedback loops and evidence-based strategies” (Conrad & Openo, 
2018, p. 74). Some ODL institutions have kept this tradition as a common practice. One such 
institution is the University of South Africa (UNISA), where faculty regularly review learner 
engagement metrics and performance data to inform the redesign of courses for subsequent 
offerings (UNISA, 2020). I recommend that faculty should embrace this practice as a culture for 
constant improvement. They should make it a duty to use analytics and qualitative insights to refine 
course content and delivery methods. 
 
New Assessment Roles and Challenges 
 
Traditionally, assessment in ODL is conducted in face-to-face mode. However, the proliferation of 
various learning technologies necessitates a shift from this practice to embrace digital methods. 
Such evaluation could be done with the use of online quizzes and open-book exams, project-based 
and portfolio assessments, peer assessments and e-portfolios (Okafor, 2025). These forms, coupled 
with continuous formative feedback, are increasingly recognised as more effective in ODL 
environments because they promote deeper learning and learner engagement. Consequently, 
faculty are encouraged to reconceptualise assessment not merely as a measurement of learning 
outcomes but as an integral component of the learning process itself (Conrad & Witthaus, 2021). 
 
Institutional policies and professional development programmes must recognise and support these 
transformational roles to ensure the success and sustainability of ODL initiatives. Research has 
shown that ODL fundamentally transforms the roles of faculty in higher education in particular 
(Conrad & Openo, 2018). It transforms faculty from traditional subject matter lecturers into 
instructional designers, facilitators, technologists, collaborators and reflective practitioners. 
Institutions must understand that these evolving roles demand a new set of pedagogical, 
technological and interpersonal competencies that go beyond subject expertise. 
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Strategies to Build Faculty Capacity in Digital Pedagogy 
 
Successful transitions towards digitally mediated and open learning environments require 
institutional change management frameworks that guide organisational transformation, leadership 
engagement and staff capacity development. Faculty professional development in digital pedagogy 
is critical as institutions transition towards digitally mediated and open learning environments. 
Digital pedagogy goes beyond the mere use of technology; it involves the thoughtful integration of 
digital tools with learner-centred teaching strategies that enhance engagement, accessibility and 
learning outcomes. Professional development must therefore be systematic, ongoing, inclusive and 
aligned with institutional ODL goals. 
 
Needs Assessment and Competency Frameworks 
 
A thorough needs assessment is the starting point to identify faculty skill gaps and readiness for 
effective professional development in areas such as online course design, digital tools usage, 
assessment and student engagement. After identifying skills gaps, institutions can adopt a digital 
competency framework such as the UNESCO (2018) information and communication technology 
competency framework for teachers to guide structured capacity building and systematic teacher 
professional development. This approach is very helpful and rewarding. However, institutions 
should caution against adopting international competency frameworks without contextual 
adaptation, especially in low-resourced environments. 
 
Modular, Flexible Training Programmes 
 
Mobilising faculty for professional development and maintaining their motivation throughout the 
process is daunting. Research has shown that flexible professional development delivery such as 
blended or self-paced formats, supports self-directed learning and reduces resistance to change 
(Demir, 2024; Wu, 2021). Moreover, it should be delivered in modular, flexible formats to 
accommodate diverse schedules and learning preferences. These can be conducted through self-
paced online courses (e.g., massive open online courses), short learning programmes, webinars and 
blended learning workshops. Training could include areas such as instructional design and course 
authoring, learner engagement and communication, use of LMSs and digital content creation and 
multimedia tools. Institutions with very limited budgets or willing to fast-track the process could 
make use of pre-prepared courses. The Commonwealth of Learning (COL) has provided open 
courses, such as the Digital Education Leadership Training in Action (DELTA) programme, which 
institutions can modify for their local faculty development needs (COL, 2021). As the world 
increasingly opens, institutions can also source open educational resources from the numerous 
open repositories available online. 
 
Mentorship and Peer Learning Communities 
 
Another method for professional development is mentorship and communities of practice, which 
are used to promote experiential learning and peer support. Through shared practice and dialogue, 
teachers exchange strategies and develop digital teaching competencies. Proponents of this model 
of skills development argue that “communities of practice are powerful mechanisms for sustaining 
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long-term professional growth in digital teaching” (Mahlo & Waghid, 2025; Wenger, 1998, p. 6). 
Moreover, faculty benefit from interacting with experienced digital educators through mentoring 
programmes that pair novice and expert staff, peer-led workshops and clinics, online discussion 
forums and collaborative projects. Participation in such social learning environments cultivates a 
culture of collaboration, reflection and shared innovation among faculty. 
 
Ongoing Technical and Instructional Support 
 
Faculty need continuous access to support services to effectively translate training into practice; 
therefore, professional development should be systematic and ongoing. This perspective is 
supported by the work of researchers who have recommended that faculty professional 
development must be continuous and supported by institutional infrastructure to enable effective 
application of training in teaching practice (Çam & Koç, 2024; Huang et al., 2024). Based on this, 
institutions can better roll out ongoing technical and instructional support by establishing 
instructional design units or teaching and learning centres, help desks, LMS and educational 
technology support, as well as digital resource libraries and toolkits. Pioneer ODL institutions like 
the University of South Africa (UNISA) provide ongoing academic support through their Centre for 
Continuing Education and Training, enabling faculty to continuously update their digital teaching 
skills (UNISA, 2020). 
 
Policy Integration and Institutional Support 
 
Policy frameworks play a critical role in institutionalising sustainable professional development 
programmes by embedding them within institutional planning, governance and budgeting 
structures. Evidence has shown that sustainable faculty development requires systemic 
institutional support through policy commitment, strategic planning and adequate financial 
resources (Huang et al., 2025; Yahya & Rukun, 2016). When such is the case, the policy mandates 
support and monitoring of faculty development in digital pedagogy. In this regard, policies should 
clearly state that digital pedagogy training is a requirement for all new and existing faculty, integrate 
professional development milestones into annual performance reports and allocate dedicated 
funding for training and instructional design resources. 
 
Evaluation and Feedback Mechanisms 
 
Institutions must state clearly what mechanisms will be used to evaluate the effectiveness of a 
professional development programme and how emerging training needs will be addressed. Post-
training feedback surveys, teacher performance evaluations, learner satisfaction and learning 
analytics are some of the strategies that can be used to evaluate a professional development 
programme. Data collected through these channels could provide comprehensive insight to enable 
institutions to refine training programmes and ensure alignment with teaching goals. 
 
The cornerstone of effective ODL implementation is an effective faculty endowed with the capacity 
to use digital pedagogy. Achieving this desired goal requires institutions to invest in comprehensive, 
responsive and flexible professional development strategies that are systematic and ongoing. Such 
professional development programmes must be based on an effective needs assessment 
underpinned by institutional policy. They should also include flexible delivery methods and 
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mentorship, along with incentives to keep faculty motivated. With these in place, it is certain that 
institutions will be able to cultivate digitally proficient faculty equipped to lead innovative, learner-
centred online environments. 
 
Mechanisms to Incentivise and Support Faculty Engagement in ODL 
 
Transitioning from traditional face-to-face instruction to digital and remote ODL delivery models 
entails significant changes in pedagogy, workload and institutional culture, all of which necessitate 
faculty engagement. Institutions must devise strategies to maintain faculty involvement in ODL. 
This could be achieved through targeted incentives and support mechanisms that acknowledge the 
unique demands of this modality while motivating excellence and innovation. While incentive 
systems are critical in driving motivation, creating inequalities between research-active and 
teaching-focused staff must be avoided. Policy frameworks must ground faculty engagement 
strategies, respond to faculty needs and align with the institution's broader vision for ODL. This 
section capitalises on best practices in literature reviews to make recommendations to institutions. 
I encourage institutions to carefully look at what best suits their context and strive to implement it. 
 
Recognition and Reward Systems 
 
Motivation, be it internal or external, is a critical success factor in any endeavour. In the context of 
ODL, faculty are more likely to be engaged when their contributions are formally recognised and 
rewarded. Research has shown that when institutions recognise and reward online teaching equally 
with research and face-to-face instruction, faculty engagement in ODL increases significantly 
(Conrad & Openo, 2018; Dennin et al., 2017; Wolverton & Zhu, 2021). On this basis, it is clear that 
recognition boosts morale and legitimises digital teaching within the academic culture. A literature 
review indicates that recognition and reward systems mechanisms include teaching excellence 
awards for innovation in online pedagogy; digital teaching badges or micro-credentials that 
acknowledge ODL competencies; and inclusion of ODL contributions in promotion and tenure 
criteria. The University of South Africa (UNISA) uses ODL performance metrics as an aspect of its 
academic promotion framework (UNISA, n.d., 2018, 2022). By this, staff are motivated to contribute 
meaningfully to digital teaching innovations (UNISA, 2020). 
 
Workload Reallocation and Compensation Strategies 
 
As discussed earlier, embracing ODL requires a shift from the approach in which instructional 
processes are conducted in face-to-face settings. ODL delivery requires more time for faculty to 
work in collaboration with instructional designers to provide learner support beyond face-to-face 
teaching hours. This is a critical aspect of ODL delivery, which necessitates institutions to develop 
fair workload models that account for these additional efforts. Research has consistently shown that 
faculty workload significantly influences the sustainability of ODL. Faculty may perceive ODL as an 
unsustainable burden rather than a pedagogical opportunity if their workload is not adjusted to 
accommodate additional demands. In recent studies, scholars have confirmed that online teaching 
often requires additional time for course design, digital interaction and feedback, thereby increasing 
instructors’ workload unless institutions provide adequate support and revised workload policies 
(Mosquera et al., 2022; Singleton et al., 2023). Some successful strategies to handle this aspect 
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include the provision of workload credits for developing and delivering ODL courses, allocating 
compensation for overtime, especially for large enrolments or extensive online support and setting 
aside sabbatical or time-release programmes to allow course development. 
 
Access to Instructional Design and Technological Support 
 
Lack of confidence in using educational technology and designing digital learning materials remains 
a major barrier to faculty participation in ODL. Faculty members with low digital self-efficacy are 
often reluctant to design or deliver online courses, limiting institutional adoption of ODL (Ozan & 
Özarslan, 2025). Studies have also shown that inadequate training and limited technical support 
hinder effective technology integration in higher education (Ansari et al., 2024). However, access to 
instructional design support, technical assistance and targeted professional development can 
significantly increase faculty confidence and engagement in digital teaching (Lin & Tsou, 2025). 
These findings suggest that sustained participation in ODL depends largely on institutional 
scaffolding that supports faculty in adapting to new teaching modalities. The Indira Gandhi National 
Open University (2021) is one of the many ODL institutions that has put in place a robust network 
of regional centres and media support units to provide faculty with hands-on assistance in course 
production and digital delivery. Other mechanisms include the creation of digital technology help 
desks for both faculty and learners and multimedia production labs and interactive content creation 
units. These structures provide on-demand access to professional support services to enable faculty 
to roll out ODL with ease. 
 
Opportunities for Research and Innovation 
 
Faculty can be funded to conduct action research, publish in ODL-related journals or innovate in 
online teaching methodologies. Institutions should recognise digital learning and ODL as legitimate 
domains of academic research and develop mechanisms to value teaching and learning as scholarly 
activities. This is pivotal in motivating faculty to critically investigate and innovate in online 
pedagogy. Promoting the scholarship of teaching and learning in digital education strengthens 
evidence-based teaching practices and supports the development of effective ODL systems in higher 
education (Gansemer-Topf et al., 2024; Guo, 2025). Best practices reveal mechanisms that include 
small grants for digital learning research projects, sponsorships to participate in conferences to 
present ODL innovations and support for publishing in open access or peer-reviewed ODL journals. 
 
Collaborative and Peer Engagement Opportunities 
 
Faculty engagement and isolation in digital teaching environments is reduce when peer interaction, 
collaborative teaching and community-building within ODL frameworks is strengthened (Dancy et 
al., 2019; Gehrke & Kezar, 2019). They have argued that mechanisms such as online teaching teams, 
faculty learning communities, and mentorship networks support knowledge sharing, collaborative 
course design, and continuous professional learning. These professional networks foster collegiality 
and collective responsibility for improving digital pedagogy. As noted by Gehrke and Kezar, faculty 
networks create a sense of belonging and shared responsibility that can drive engagement in online 
teaching. 
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A multifaceted strategy is critical in engaging faculty in ODL because it has the potential to balance 
motivation with support. As discussed earlier, sustained and meaningful faculty participation is 
possible if institutional ODL policy emphasises that teachers require recognition, fair workload 
distribution, technical assistance, professional development and research opportunities. Faculty 
satisfaction and performance, and the quality and sustainability of ODL programmes, will be 
enhanced if institutions invest in these mechanisms. 
 
Effective ODL Support Structures 
 
In ODL, instructional quality, learner engagement and course sustainability rely entirely on well-
organised support structures. In ODL environments, support personnel play critical roles in 
facilitating communication, feedback, technical assistance and academic guidance. Moreover, the 
deployment of teaching assistants, digital mentors, instructional designers and technical support 
staff must be strategic. They are not to be underestimated because they play a significant role in the 
improvement of efficiency and quality of ODL delivery. 
 
Teaching Assistants Enhance Academic Engagement. 
 
Teaching assistants play a vital role in ODL by supporting interaction between instructors and 
learners, especially in asynchronous online courses. Their responsibilities include moderating 
discussion forums, providing feedback on assignments, hosting virtual consultations, monitoring 
learner participation and identifying at-risk students. Through these facilitative activities, they help 
maintain instructional presence and enhance learner engagement, ensuring that learners receive 
timely academic support and guidance in online learning environments (Ahlf & McNeil, 2023; 
McLeod et al., 2025). Learners who benefit from teaching assistants witness improved test scores 
and completion rates. Institutions that make use of teaching assistants assign them to manage 
forums and monitor learners’ participation, thereby improving retention and learner satisfaction 
(UNISA, 2020). Based on these considerations, it is evident that teaching assistants do not only 
grade but also perform a broader set of responsibilities. 
 
Digital Mentors Facilitate Faculty and Learners. 
 
Digital mentors are experienced techno-pedagogical practitioners who support faculty and learners 
in navigating digital learning environments. They guide educators in integrating educational 
technologies, developing digital competencies and adapting teaching strategies for online and 
blended learning contexts. As institutional change agents, digital mentors facilitate pedagogical 
innovation and help overcome technical and instructional challenges, thereby catalysing digital 
transformation in education (Soltovets et al., 2020; Toreid et al., 2025). Moreover, they also have 
duties to train faculty in the use of institutional LMSs, assist faculty in the integration of educational 
technologies. coach learners in digital literacy and academic skills and facilitate peer learning 
networks among learners and staff. Owing to the important role they play, COL (2021) advocates 
for the use of digital mentors in ODL institutions to accelerate capacity building and ensure 
continuous faculty development in digital pedagogy. 
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Instructional Designers Align Pedagogy with Technology. 
 
In ODL, instructional designers play a critical role as part of the course development team. They 
ensure that the content is pedagogically sound, embedded with rich media, accessible and inclusive. 
Commenting on this, Moore and Kearsley (2011, p. 76) said, “Instructional designers serve as 
architects of the learning experience in ODL, shaping how knowledge is constructed, sequenced and 
delivered”. Additionally, they design course structure and learning activities, suggest assessment 
strategies for online settings, foster the use of universal design for learning principles in course 
development and ensure alignment with quality assurance frameworks. ODL institutions like the 
Indira Gandhi National Open University incorporate instructional designers at every stage of course 
development to improve consistency and quality across departments (Indira Gandhi National Open 
University, 2022). 
 
Technical Support Staff Maintain Access and Continuity. 
 
ODL is delivered through technologies such as learning management systems, virtual learning 
environments, and mobile learning applications that facilitate flexible access to learning resources 
and communication (Cefa, 2025). Technical support teams play a crucial role in maintaining these 
systems by ensuring platforms remain functional, accessible, and user-friendly. They assist users 
with login and access issues, support audio-visual tools for live sessions, maintain digital 
infrastructure and provide guidance on cybersecurity and online etiquette (Ndunagu, 2025). 
Effective technical support reduces technological barriers and enhances learner engagement and 
retention in online education. The Open University (United Kingdom) operates comprehensive 
information technology and 24/7 help desk services to assist learners and staff, helping minimise 
dropout caused by technical challenges. Moreover, the 24/7 support translates into improved 
learner outcomes or institutional performance (Open University, 2023). 
 
Academic Advisors and Success Coaches Support Learners. 
 
Academic advisors and success coaches are support personnel who assist ODL learners to navigate 
through their academic journey, especially those studying in isolation. “ODL learners require 
structured advising systems to sustain motivation, track academic progress, and access support 
services effectively” (Shikulo & Lekhetho, 2020). Moreover, their services include academic 
planning and course registration guidance, motivation and career coaching, providing early alerts 
and intervention and referrals to mental health or disability services. 
 
Integrate Peer Tutors and Learner Mentors into the ODL System. 
 
Peer mentoring is an effective learner-support strategy in ODL that enhances learner autonomy, 
strengthens social presence and reduces attrition by fostering a sense of belonging and academic 
support among learners (Hardt et al., 2022; Le et al., 2024). Through peer interaction, learners 
exchange experiences and strategies, which promotes engagement and the development of online 
learning communities (Saugadi et al., 2024). Institutions can strengthen this support by organising 
peer-led study groups, providing orientation for new learners and creating discussion spaces 
facilitated by experienced students to enhance connectedness and persistence in online 
programmes (Ranasinghe et al., 2025). 
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Integrate Support into Institutional Policy and Infrastructure. 
 
Support structures should be embedded into the institution’s strategic plans and ODL policies to 
ascertain sustainability and effectiveness. This could be achieved by defining roles and 
responsibilities for support personnel, allocating budgets for recruitment and training, setting 
service-level agreements for learner and faculty support and monitoring effectiveness through 
feedback and analytics. These findings align with recent studies emphasising that learner support 
in ODL should be embedded within instructional design rather than treated as supplementary 
services. Integrated academic, administrative and technological support systems enhance learner 
engagement, retention and success in online learning environments (Ahmady et al., 2023; Ouma & 
Nkuyubwatsi, 2019). 
 
Thus, effective ODL systems depend on comprehensive support structures that address the 
academic, technical, emotional needs of learners and faculty alike. TAs, digital mentors, 
instructional designers and technical support staff are a strategic workforce. They enhance 
academic engagement, reducing dropout rates and improve learning outcomes in ODL courses. For 
improved and sustainable learning outcomes, institutions must integrate these roles into their 
governance frameworks, funding models, accountability mechanisms and quality assurance 
processes. These measures create a supportive institutional ecosystem that upholds the principles 
of access, equity and excellence in distance education. In this context, if institutions expect faculty 
to meaningfully embrace digital technologies as part of their practice, it is important that they model 
effective pedagogical use of such technologies in the design and delivery of faculty professional 
development programmes, thereby reinforcing the principles of digital pedagogy through practice 
(Ogange et al., 2025). 
 
Chapter Summary 
 
This chapter, titled “Redefining Faculty Roles and Responsibilities”, examined the transformative 
impact of ODL on academic practice. It began by analysing how ODL shifts traditional faculty roles, 
which are primarily focused on content delivery to encompass multifaceted responsibilities in 
instructional design, learner facilitation and technology integration. The chapter discussed 
professional development approaches that could significantly build faculty capacity in digital 
pedagogy, by emphasising continuous learning and instructional innovation. The chapter also 
highlighted mechanisms to incentivise and support faculty engagement at ODL, including 
recognition systems, workload adjustments and career development opportunities. The chapter 
strongly recommended establishing targeted support structures such as teaching assistants, digital 
mentors and instructional designers to enhance teaching effectiveness and learner support in ODL 
environments. Based on several years of practice, I hold that these elements constitute a sustainable 
roadmap for institutions to capitalise on by empowering faculty in the delivery of high-quality, 
learner-centred distance education. 
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Chapter 3: Assessing Industry Skills Needs 
 
Introduction 
 
As society continues to evolve, it is imperative to understand and respond to the needs of the labour 
market as a prerequisite for the development of relevant future-oriented educational programmes. 
This chapter, titled “Assessing Industry Skills Needs”, discusses the processes and strategies open 
and distance learning (ODL) institutions can adopt to align this curriculum with industry 
expectations and workforce demands. The chapter begins with a description of systematic 
approaches that could guide institutions to conduct labour market and skills gap analyses while 
offering insights into data collection, stakeholder engagement and forecasting tools. It also discusses 
how curriculum development can be aligned with both current and emerging industry trends to 
ensure relevance and adaptability. The chapter discusses strategies for institutions to foster 
meaningful collaboration with industry stakeholders to enhance curriculum design and delivery. 
Finally, the chapter emphasises methods that can be used to integrate employability and 
entrepreneurship competencies into ODL programmes, equipping learners with the skills and 
mindset required to succeed in an ever-changing global economy. 
 
Processes for Conducting Effective Labour Market and Industry Skills Gap 
Analysis 
 
With rising unemployment plaguing many countries today, labour market and industry skills gap 
analyses have become imperative. They are generally regarded as essential tools for aligning 
education and training systems with the evolving needs of the workforce. In the context of ODL, 
such analyses help institutions develop relevant, demand-driven curricula that prepare learners 
with the competencies required by the job market. A skills gap analysis will help institutions to 
identify the skill gap. This is critical in guiding an evidence-based decision on curriculum 
development, policy design and workforce development planning (Agbu et al., 2025; International 
Labour Organization [ILO], 2015; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
[OECD], 2016). Effective labour market and skill gap analysis includes a systematic, multi-step 
process that combines both quantitative and qualitative data collection methods. 
 
Defining Objectives and Scope of the Analysis 
 
Labour market and industry skills gap analysis start by clearly defining the purpose, scope, target 
sectors and time horizon of the study to develop actionable workforce insights (Koettl et al., 2015; 
Tan & Batra, 2016). Such analyses are particularly useful for ODL institutions since these inform the 
design of flexible, modular and competency-based programmes that respond directly to changing 
labour market needs. By mapping priority occupations and emerging skills gaps, ODL institutions 
are able to develop micro-credentials, stackable qualifications and short professional courses that 
enable a learner to acquire targeted competencies and gradually build qualifications. Labour market 
analysis therefore allows ODL institutions to stay responsive and accessible while being aligned to 
industry, reinforcing both lifelong learning pathways as well as workforce relevance. 
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Collecting and Analysing Labour Market Information 
 
Labour market information is used to identify the employment trends and skills in demand. Its main 
sources include employment and unemployment statistics, job vacancy data, employer survey data, 
occupational outlook reports, labour force surveys and census data. Reliable labour market data is 
critical for understanding structural shifts in employment and emerging skill needs (Statistics 
Canada, 2025; World Economic Forum, 2025). National statistics offices, sectoral councils and 
labour ministries, along with international databases such as the ILO’s (n.d., 2016) key indicators of 
the labour market, are credible sources of this data. ODL institutions can work with these 
stakeholders to collect viable information. 
 
Engaging Industry Stakeholders and Employers 
 
Industry stakeholders and employers typically provide two types of data. These data types consist 
of quantitative data, which provide a macro-level picture, and qualitative data from industry 
stakeholders, which offer deeper insights into the issues underlying skills needs and workplace 
dynamics. Their involvement is essential, as employer engagement helps ensure that skills 
development strategies are aligned with market needs and oriented towards future demands 
(UNESCO-UNEVOC, 2025). ODL institutions can make use of several techniques to engage industry 
stakeholders and employers. These include structured interviews with employers and human 
resource managers; focus group discussions with industry associations; and surveys on skill needs, 
hiring challenges and future workforce plans. Best practices reveal that in countries like South 
Africa, sector education and training authorities conduct workplace skills plans annually in 
collaboration with industries. This enables them to assess training needs and inform funding 
priorities (Department of Higher Education and Training, 2022). 
 
Mapping Current Workforce Skills and Qualifications 
 
Mapping workforce skills and qualifications helps institutions understand labour market demand 
and supply dynamics. Skills audits systematically assess existing competencies and identify gaps 
between available talent and organisational needs, thereby informing workforce planning and 
training strategies. As noted in the literature, skills audits provide critical information on the 
availability, quality and relevance of the existing talent pool (Besic et al., 2019; McGuire et al., 2023). 
The kind of data needed includes the qualifications and competencies of the current workforce, 
graduate outcomes and employability rates, and training and education programme enrolment and 
completion data. This information contributes to the establishment of a baseline of existing skills 
required compared with identified industry needs. 
 
Conducting the Skills Gap Analysis 
 
Skills gap analysis identifies mismatches between existing workforce competencies and those 
needed in changing labour markets. Effective analysis should focus not only on technical but also 
transversal skills, so that workers are prepared for the ever-changing job market (ILO, 2019a). 
Typically, this involves comparing labour market demand with available skills supply to identify 
gaps in technical, cognitive and interpersonal competencies. 
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However, for Industry 4.0 and digital economies, skills assessments should go beyond just hard and 
soft skills. Hard skills can involve the use of digital tools, data analysis, and machine analysis 
operation, while soft skills cover competency in communication, teamwork and problem-solving. 
Transversal skills such as adaptability, digital fluency, critical thinking and systems thinking are 
highly needed to successfully navigate complex technologically mediated workplaces (World 
Economic Forum, 2023). Embedding these competencies in skills gap analysis also allows education 
and training systems, including ODL institutions, to develop programmes that stimulate workforce 
resilience and lifelong learning. 
 
Forecasting Future Skills Needs 
 
Forecasting future skills needs entails using scenario planning, trend analysis and technology 
foresight to anticipate emerging occupations and skills. Future skills forecasting enables education 
systems to anticipate and prepare for changes in the labour market instead of merely responding to 
them after they occur (European Centre for Development of Vocational Trainining [Cedefop], 2018). 
When conducting future-oriented analysis, it is important to consider the following influencing 
factors: technological disruption (e.g., automation, artificial intelligence); economic shifts (e.g., 
green economy, digital trade); and demographic changes and migration. Tools such as the skills 
panorama (Cedefop, 2015) and the Burning Glass Institute (2023) technologies have distinguished 
themselves in offering predictive analytics for skill forecasting. Institutions could consider using 
them as they strive to forecast future skills needs adequately. 
 
Validating Findings Through Stakeholder Review 
 
Upon completion of the preliminary analysis of the skills gap, stakeholders should validate the 
findings. Such a forum could bring together employers, industry representatives, training providers, 
higher education institutions, policymakers and labour unions. Validation enhances the credibility, 
relevance and acceptance of the results and provides a foundation for skills development strategies. 
 
Reporting and Policy Recommendations 
 
To report and formulate policy recommendations, the findings could be structured in a manner that 
includes a synthesis of labour market trends; identified skills gaps and surpluses; recommendations 
for curriculum development; technical and vocational education and training alignment; policy 
interventions; and investment strategies. Key stakeholders, such as ministries of education and 
labour, should receive the completed findings to inform national or institutional strategies. 
 
Thus, effective labour market and industry skill gap analysis is a dynamic, data-informed and 
participatory process. To identify critical mismatches between supply and demand in the 
workforce, a combination of statistical evidence with stakeholder insights is used to inform the 
process. The skills gap analysis report is critical to educational institutions, especially those offering 
ODL. It ensures that academic programmes remain relevant, responsive and aligned with the real-
world demands of learners and employers. Institutionalising regular skill gap analyses will 
significantly contribute to national development, employability and inclusive economic growth. 
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Aligning Curriculum Development with Current and Emerging Industry 
Trends 
 
In today’s ever-changing economy, education ministries and higher education institutions are 
constantly challenged to align curriculum development with contemporary and emerging industry 
trends. Alignment is paramount to preparing learners to meet labour market demands and thrive 
in a dynamic professional landscape. This practice ascertains that programmes are relevant, 
responsive and future-focused, thereby enhancing graduates' employability and institutional 
impact. The previous section (Processes for Conducting Effective Labour Market and Industry Skills 
Gap Analysis) focused on labour market and skill gap analysis while this section will emphasise 
curriculum response. According to UNESCO (2015), curriculum alignment with industry trends in 
the context of ODL supports flexibility, innovation, and equity in workforce development. A pathway 
to achieving these goals requires institutions to adopt a systematic and multi-stakeholder approach 
that integrates labour market intelligence, employer engagement, pedagogical innovation and 
quality assurance into the curriculum development cycle. 
 
Conducting Labour Market and Skills Forecasting 
 
The first step in effective curriculum alignment is the collection and analysis of labour market 
information. This helps in the identification of current occupational demands and forecasts future 
skills needs. More specifically, the process entails the analyses of employment trends, industry 
reports and job vacancy data; consultation of employer associations and stakeholders in the skills 
training sector; and exploration of national and international skills forecasting tools such as the 
skills panorama (Cedefop, 2015). This phase is critical because “labour market intelligence serves 
as a critical input into curriculum design by identifying the competencies required for emerging and 
existing job roles” (OECD, 2016, p. 20). In Europe, Germany is generally considered a leader in 
relevant skills building. Their technical and vocational education and training institutions use real-
time industry data through the Federal Institute for Vocational Education and Training 
qualifications and occupational fields projection to guide curriculum development (Maier et al., 
2014). 
 
Engaging Industry and Employers in Curriculum Design 
 
A curriculum that reflects workplace realities can be developed through collaboration with industry 
experts, employers and professional bodies. Such partnerships help align academic programmes 
with labour market needs, integrate real-world practices into teaching and enhance graduate 
employability by reducing the gap between education and workplace expectations (Chen et al., 
2025; Khan, 2025; Selamat et al., 2025). However, these collaborations often face practical 
challenges, including employer apathy toward academic engagement, the dominance of large firms 
that may overshadow the perspectives of small and medium enterprises and misalignment between 
the slower cycles of academic curriculum review and the rapid pace of industry change. To resolve 
these issues, institutions can put in place advisory boards and curriculum review committees, 
conduct employer survey and focus group discussions with employers and engage industry and 
academia to co-develop modules and assessment strategies. In terms of best practice, the National 
Open University of Nigeria collaborates with the National Universities Commission and industry 
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stakeholders to regularly review and adapt its ODL programmes to national development goals and 
employer needs (National Open University of Nigeria, 2021). 
 
Integrating Competency-Based Education Frameworks 
 
To prepare graduates with work-based skills, the curriculum must be aligned with industry trends 
and lay emphasis on competencies development rather than content alone. Competency-based 
education (CBE) facilitates the acquisition of technical (hard) skills, transversal (soft) skills and 
emerging digital competencies. CBE ensures that what learners achieve is closely aligned with job 
performance expectations and the specific demands of their profession (Cedefop, 2018). A 
grounded curriculum must be developed based on occupational standards, job profiles and industry 
certifications. Graduates from such programmes possess the skills necessary for specific job 
functions. 
 
Embedding Emerging Technologies and Trends 
 
The technological era represents a major global transformation influencing all sectors of society, 
including education. Rapid advances in digital technologies and knowledge economies require 
education systems to rethink traditional curriculum structures. Scholars have emphasised that 
curricula must remain flexible and adaptive to integrate emerging technologies, digital 
competencies and evolving labour market demands (Ahmad et al., 2023; Jonker et al., 2020; OECD, 
2024). Consequently, curriculum design should be dynamic and responsive, enabling learners to 
develop the skills necessary to function effectively in rapidly changing digital environments. Thus, 
it is imperative that curriculum design incorporate technological advancements and megatrends. 
These could include artificial intelligence and machine learning; green and circular economy 
models; digital transformation and e-commerce; and cybersecurity and data analytics. The 
Commonwealth of Learning (COL) supports the development of short, stackable courses in 
emerging technologies (such as blockchain and robotics) for flexible online delivery (COL, 2021). 
Institutions could learn from these developments and consider offering micro-credentials, short 
learning programmes and modular content that can be updated regularly to reflect these ever-
changing trends. 
 
Embedding Work-Integrated Learning Opportunities 
 
Work-integrated learning bridges the gap between academic study and professional practice by 
enabling students to apply theoretical knowledge in real-world contexts and develop job readiness 
(Jackson, 2017). A better approach to achieve these goals is by aligning curriculum with industry 
needs. This process entails integrating practical, work-based learning opportunities, such as 
internships and apprenticeships; industry projects and simulations; and virtual labs and case-based 
learning. In ODL contexts, this can include remote internships or industry-based capstone projects, 
co-ordinated through digital platforms. WIL is critical in providing learners with the opportunity to 
apply theoretical knowledge in authentic workplace settings while enhancing their readiness for 
employment. It also promotes hands-on learning while fostering key graduate qualities such as 
adaptability, effective communication, as well as collaboration (Jackson, 2017). 
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Conducting Curriculum Review and Quality Assurance Mechanisms 
 
In today’s rapidly evolving global economy, higher education curricula must be continuously 
reviewed to remain relevant and aligned with industry needs. Quality assurance mechanisms 
therefore play a critical role in ensuring not only academic rigour but also the responsiveness of 
curriculum content to labour market demands (Asamoah, 2025; Kayyali, 2024). A regular review 
process could be guided by stakeholder (learners, employers, alumni) feedback; graduate tracer 
studies and employment outcomes; and internal and external quality assurance frameworks. Every 
five years, the University of South Africa (UNISA) conducts a review that brings together 
institutional stakeholders and industry representatives to update its ODL curriculum in line with 
evolving labour market needs (UNISA, 2020). Institutions could consider adopting this practice to 
keep their programmes relevant and project a positive image. 
 
Aligning with National Qualification Frameworks 
 
Institutional curricula or programmes must be aligned with national qualification frameworks 
(NQFs). This is to ensure the standardisation, portability and recognition of skills across the 
education system and employment sector. Furthermore, NQFs organise qualifications by learning 
outcomes and competencies, strengthening quality assurance and linking education programmes 
with national economic priorities (UNESCO et al., 2023). Alignment with NQFs requires that 
institutions match learning outcomes to national occupational standards; define credit values, levels 
and assessment criteria; and ensure pathways for lifelong learning and career progression. 
 
Thus, aligning the curriculum with current and emerging industry trends should be perceived as a 
dynamic, evidence-based, and collaborative process aimed at ensuring educational programmes 
remain relevant and responsive. The integration of labour market data, the engagement of industry 
stakeholders and the use of competency-based models are paramount. Moreover, institutions that 
use ODL can prepare learners to adequately fit in the labour market through the institutionalisation 
of quality assurance to guarantee the relevant learning outcomes. Thus, alignment enhances 
graduate employability and strengthens the strategic role of education in national development. 
 
Fostering Collaboration Between Institutions and Industry for Curriculum 
Relevance 
 
Academia–industry collaboration is an essential enabler for keeping curricula relevant, responsive 
and aligned with the changing needs of the labour market. Such synergies between universities and 
businesses enhance the inclusion of the labour market demands into higher education curricula, 
improve employability of graduates and foster innovation through co-generating skills (OECD, 
2016; UNESCO et al., 2023). Collaborations of this nature are essential to ODL learners who often 
seek flexible pathways into employment or career advancement. However, industry–academic 
partnerships also involve power dynamics, including the risk that dominant sectors or large firms 
may exert disproportionate influence over curriculum design, potentially narrowing educational 
goals to immediate industry needs. To address such risks, a well-structured, transparent and 
balanced collaboration mechanism should be established and kept up to date to ensure that 
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curricula reflect both labour market relevance and broader educational objectives, including 
adaptability, innovation and lifelong learning. 
 
Establishing Formal Industry–Academic Partnerships 
 
In a constantly changing society, partnership play a key role in the success of learning organisations. 
Establishing a structured partnerships between education providers and industry stakeholders is 
critical in fostering mutual trust and commitment to curriculum relevance and innovation (World 
Economic Forum, 2025). Formal partnership agreements between institutions and industry bodies 
lays the foundation for sustained collaboration. These can take the form of memoranda of 
understanding, joint curriculum advisory boards or joint research and innovation teams. An 
effective partnership agreement should clearly define roles, expectations and timelines for 
collaboration in curriculum drafting and review, co-teaching, internships and knowledge exchange. 
The German dual training system is an example of where industry–education cooperation works 
well, combining apprenticeship and workplace learning with formal instruction (Maier et al., 2014). 
While the traditional model is built around face-to-face apprenticeship structures, its underlying 
principles remain strong industry engagement, practice-oriented learning and continuous 
alignment between training and labour market needs. These can be adapted to digital and blended 
ODL environments. In such contexts, WIL can be supported through virtual internships, industry-
supervised projects, simulation-based practice and online mentorship. Translating these principles 
rather than replicating the institutional structure enables ODL providers to maintain the model’s 
emphasis on applied learning while offering flexible, technology-mediated pathways that connect 
learners with workplace experience. This works very well, hence the need for institution to study 
the possibilities of integrating it into a broad institutional plan. 
 
Encouraging Industry Participation in Curriculum Design and Review 
 
One of the most effective forms of collaboration is the active involvement of industry experts in the 
curriculum development process and validation processes. These experts may participate in 
curriculum review committees, contribute to workshops where learning outcomes are aligned with 
occupational standards and collaborate in developing case studies and authentic workplace 
assignments. In this process, occupational standards are systematically translated into curriculum 
components, including competency frameworks, modular course structures and assessment 
strategies that measure learners’ ability to apply knowledge and skills in real-world contexts. 
Research has shown that involving employers in curriculum design helps ensure that the 
competencies taught correspond to those required in the workplace (Cedefop, 2018). This a 
common practice with some ODL institutions who often engages private sector stakeholders and 
professional bodies are engaged during curriculum design to align programme competencies, 
modules and assessment approaches with national skills development frameworks (National Open 
University of Nigeria, 2021). 
 
Strengthening Co-delivery of Programmes and Guest Lectures 
 
Curriculum relevance and learners’ exposure to contemporary industry practices can be 
strengthened through collaborative teaching models, such as co-delivery involving both academics 
and industry professionals, which facilitates the integration of theoretical knowledge with real-
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world application (Bates, 2015). Institutional curricula should be aligned with NQFs to ensure 
standardised learning outcomes and quality assurance. Curriculum relevance can be enhanced 
through industry–academia collaboration, particularly the co-delivery of modules by academics and 
industry professionals, which exposes learners to practical knowledge and contemporary industry 
practices, thereby strengthening employability and the real-world applicability of academic 
programmes (Besic et al., 2019; Chen et al., 2025). Industry practitioners can be invited as guest 
lecturers to co-teach a module that requires practical and theoretical knowledge. Also, the 
programme could be structured in a way that there are industry-led modules or short courses. This 
can also include technical workshops and webinars to blend theory and practice. As example of such 
learning modality can be seen in the Open University of the United Kingdom. Industry professionals 
are frequently invited to co-design and co-teach modules, ensuring alignment with sectoral 
demands in fields like computing, engineering and healthcare (Open University, 2022). 
 
Establishing Joint Research and Innovation Projects 
 
Research and innovation are critical in advancing the society. Institutions can collaborate with 
industry in research and development initiatives that inform curriculum design and promote 
technological innovation. Such partnerships ensure that academic programmes remain aligned with 
evolving industry needs while enriching teaching through the integration of new knowledge 
generated from joint research activities (Borah et al., 2023; Valiente Bermejo et al., 2022; Zhang & 
Chen, 2023). Moreover, institutions and industry partners can collaborate to develop practice-
based case studies for academic use, co-conduct applied research on emerging technologies and 
workplace challenges and jointly support innovation initiatives such as new product or service 
development that actively involve learners in project-based learning. These partnerships may also 
include industry-sponsored research funding to support applied studies, pilot innovations and the 
development of digital learning solutions relevant to evolving labour market needs. 
 
Encouraging Participation in Sector Skills Councils and NQFs 
 
In many countries, specialised bodies are established to co-ordinate skills development and 
workforce training, linking industry, government and education providers. These structures, often 
called sector skills councils or training authorities, help align education with labour market needs. 
A prominent example is the sector education and training authorities in South Africa, while similar 
models operate globally to strengthen industry–education collaboration and skills planning (ILO, 
2021; OECD, 2019). Participation in national skills systems allows institutions to harmonise their 
programmes with established occupational standards and qualification frameworks (UNESCO-
UNEVOC, 2025). Thus, institutions are encouraged to actively participate in sector skills councils or 
specialised organs in their countries and contribute to the development and updating of 
occupational standards, which form the basis of competency-based curricula. Higher education 
institutions in South Africa work closely with sector education and training authorities to align 
academic programmes with national skills needs (Department of Higher Education and Training, 
2022). 
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Creating Alumni and Employer Feedback Mechanisms 
 
Continuous feedback mechanisms help ensure curriculum revision is evidence-based and 
responsive to stakeholders, including graduates and employers (ILO, 2019a). Institutions could 
implement this by systematically collecting employer and alumni feedback on graduate 
performance. These will help institutions to identify curriculum gaps and emerging skill demands. 
Some of the strategies that can be adopted to achieve this goal are through tracer studies and alumni 
surveys, employer satisfaction surveys and focus group discussions with human resources 
professionals. Alumni and employer feedback is very critical for any institution that wants to 
distinguish itself in terms of the quality and relevance of its programmes. 
 
Using Co-certification and Industry-Endorsed Credentials 
 
Micro-credentials are being employed within modern skills ecosystems to attest to targeted 
competences, informing rapid upskilling or reskilling. It is also important to draw a distinction 
between these formats and related ones. In a general sense, short courses typically provide focused 
training over a short period of time without the provision of stackable credit. Micro-credentials, on 
the other hand, represent specific competencies that can in many cases be stacked towards larger 
qualifications. These pathways often include digital badges, which are evidence of specific skills or 
accomplishments that can be verifiably earned online. Under this framework, co-certification could 
include dual institutional–industry branding, joint assessments of learner competencies and/or 
formal industry accreditation of the credential. This type of collaboration makes academic offerings 
more relevant to the labour market and indicates that acquired skills are recognised by employers. 
Partnership with industry helps develop micro-credentials that enhance employability and create 
broader flexible learning pathways in ODL systems (COL, 2021; Oliver, 2019). 
 
Fostering collaboration between institutions and industry should be a continuous process. It should 
be considered a strategic and continuous partnership that ensures curricula remain aligned with 
evolving workforce needs. In today’s ever-changing society, ODL institutions can deliver 
programmes that are relevant, responsive and competitive by involving industry in curriculum 
design, co-teaching, WIL, research and certification. Such collaboration is paramount in enhancing 
graduate employability, institutional credibility and national workforce development. 
 
Integrating Employability and Entrepreneurship Competencies into ODL 
Programmes 
 
Contemporary society is characterised by rapid technological advances, shifting work 
environments and rising youth unemployment rates. Higher education institutions, especially those 
leveraging the scalability and flexibility of ODL, are challenged to equip learners with the skills, 
attitudes and knowledge required not only to gain employment but also to create it (ILO, 2015; 
UNESCO, 2016). Due to this, ODL programmes that integrate employability and entrepreneurship 
competencies are the most relevant because they prepare learners to face the realities of the 21st-
century labour market. Employability refers to the transferable skills, knowledge and personal 
attributes that enable individuals to obtain, sustain and progress in employment while adapting to 
changing workplace demands and contributing effectively to organisational goals (Römgens et al., 
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2020). On the other hand, entrepreneurship competencies enable learners to identify opportunities, 
innovate and build sustainable ventures, whether in the private, public or social sectors. 
 
Mapping Curriculum and Competency Frameworks 
 
Employability and entrepreneurship competencies are so critical in today’s society, to the extent 
that each higher education institution is challenged to incorporate them in their programmes. 
Integrating key competencies throughout the curriculum ensures that employability skills and 
entrepreneurial mindsets are developed across all learning activities, rather than being limited to 
particular courses or modules (OECD, 2016). The integration process begins by mapping out 
employability and entrepreneurship competencies in existing or new curricula. This step entails 
aligning course outcomes with recognised competency frameworks: the ILO (2015) Core Work 
Skills, the European Commission's EntreComp framework (McMullan et al., 2016) and the World 
Economic Forum’s Skills of the Future. These frameworks incorporate employability and 
entrepreneurship competencies. More specifically, employability competencies are communication, 
teamwork, problem-solving, adaptability and digital literacy. On the other hand, entrepreneurship 
competencies are creativity, opportunity recognition, risk management, business planning and 
financial literacy. 
 
Developing Dedicated Employability and Entrepreneurship Courses 
 
COL offers a dedicated employability and entrepreneurship course called the Introduction to 
Entrepreneurship open course to ODL institutions, which focuses on opportunity identification and 
business start-up strategies (Kollie et al., 2011). ODL institutions can use this as inspiration to create 
their own ODL programmes, which may include both standalone and credit-bearing courses 
specifically focused on job readiness and entrepreneurial skills. The content of such a course may 
include career planning and job search strategies, resume building and interview preparation, 
innovation and business model development, as well as legal and financial aspects of starting a 
business. To motivate learners to enrol in the course, it can be offered as part of degree programmes 
or as short learning programmes or micro-credentials, allowing students to upskill flexibly. 
 
Fostering Digital Entrepreneurship and Innovation skills 
 
In today’s increasingly digital economy, ODL programmes need to embed learning opportunities 
that create graduates with co-honed employability competencies as well as entrepreneurship 
competencies. Employability competencies are concerned with being ready to be employed, 
enabling learners to acquire skills including digital literacy and collaboration as well as problem-
solving and the effective use of digital tools in organisational contexts. Entrepreneurship 
competencies, by contrast, focus on venture creation, innovation and opportunity recognition that 
allows learners to design and scale technology-enabled enterprises. According to Ndung’u and Signé 
(2020), teaching digital entrepreneurship enables students to engage technology as a means of 
inclusive, scalable enterprise development. As such, programme content may cover fields like e-
commerce and digital marketing, cybersecurity and data protection, mobile application 
development, digital content creation and online monetisation strategies. An example is the 
inclusion of a digital entrepreneurship module in the ODL curriculum at the University of South 
Africa, incorporates a digital entrepreneurship module within its ODL curriculum that addresses 
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innovation strategies, technology adoption and digital venture development (University of South 
Africa, 2020). 
 
Using Problem-Based and Project-Based Learning Approaches 
 
Entrepreneurial learning is most effective in environments that simulate real-life decision-making 
and iterative problem-solving processes (Baierl & Thamm, 2023). Similarly, problem-based 
learning and project-based learning are widely recognised pedagogical approaches that enhance 
employability and entrepreneurship by engaging learners in solving real-world problems and 
developing practical solutions (Halalsheh et al., 2026; Sheikh et al., 2023). These approaches 
emphasise the development of critical thinking and innovation skills. Moreover, they equip learners 
with collaboration and communication skills while simulating real-world challenges and business 
contexts. 
 
Building Career and Entrepreneurial Support Ecosystems 
 
The development of employability and entrepreneurship skills thrives in environments that possess 
relevant infrastructure. These perspectives challenged ODL institutions to provide support 
structures that reinforce employability and entrepreneurship learning. Such structures may include 
online career centres featuring job portals, resume clinics and mentorship; business incubation 
platforms focused on supporting start-up ideas; webinars with industry leaders and entrepreneurs; 
and alumni networks for mentoring and knowledge exchange. In 2022, the annual report of the 
Indira Gandhi National Open University indicated that the institution runs an Entrepreneurship 
Development Cell to provide advisory services and connect learners with opportunities for 
enterprise development. Institutions could learn from this model and practise it. 
 
Conducting Assessment and Certification of Employability Skills 
 
Validating and formally recognising employability and entrepreneurial skills boosts learners’ 
motivation and serves as credible evidence of their competence to prospective employers or 
funding bodies (Conrad & Openo, 2018). Thus, institutions are encouraged to assess and formally 
recognise employability and entrepreneurship skills. In most cases, the assessment methods 
include e-portfolios and reflective journals, simulated business pitch presentations, peer and self-
assessment and digital badges and micro-certifications. 
 
Engaging Employers and Entrepreneurs in Programme Delivery 
 
Engaging employers and entrepreneurs in programme delivery requires institutions to formally 
engage employers, business leaders, and successful entrepreneurs as partners. Moreover, 
collaborations across different sectors help align education systems with labour market demands 
and evolving economic conditions (ILO, 2019b). They can be involved in curriculum co-design and 
review, guest lecturing and mentoring, and evaluation of learner business projects. Engaging them 
in the process promotes industry relevance, builds networks and offers learners real-world insights. 
 
Thus, it is strategically important to integrate employability and entrepreneurship competencies 
into ODL programmes because they equip learners with the tools they need to succeed in a rapidly 
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evolving world of work. Competency mapping, experiential learning, digital entrepreneurship 
content and industry collaboration are critical in making this happen. Through these processes, 
institutions can develop graduates who are job-ready, opportunity-aware and capable of driving 
innovation. Owing to their inherent flexibility and reach, ODL platforms position themselves as 
potential pathways to democratise access to transformational learning experiences. 
 
Chapter Summary 
 
This chapter, "Assessing Industry Skills Needs", discussed a comprehensive framework for aligning 
ODL programmes with labour market demands. It covered practical processes for conducting 
effective labour market and industry skills gap analyses, highlighting data-driven approaches and 
stakeholder engagement to identify current and future workforce needs. Furthermore, the 
discussion included strategies for aligning curriculum development with emerging industry trends. 
These measures will ensure that academic offerings remain relevant and consider future trends. 
The chapter further emphasised the need for sustained collaboration between institutions and 
industries to enhance curriculum relevancy. This goal can be achieved through co-design, co-
delivery and feedback mechanisms. To reinforce this perspective, the chapter provided practical 
guidelines on how to effectively incorporate employability and entrepreneurial skills in ODL 
programmes. These will equip learners with the skills, attitudes, and innovative mindset needed for 
both employment and enterprise creation. This author believes that these insights offer a roadmap 
for institutions seeking to bridge the gap between education and employment through strategic 
curriculum and partnership development. Higher education institutions are encouraged to explore 
the guidelines provided to develop relevant and sustainable ODL programmes. 
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Chapter 4: Designing ODL Programmes and Curriculum 
 
Introduction 
 
In today’s society, characterised by an ever-changing need of diverse learners and emerging global 
challenges, the design of open and distance learning (ODL) programmes requires a thoughtful 
structure. This chapter, “Designing ODL Programmes and Curriculum”, outlines a comprehensive 
framework for developing all inclusive high-quality courses. The process begins from needs 
assessment, curriculum and course development through implementation and evaluation. Also, the 
chapter explains how programmes can be intentionally designed to accommodate flexibility, 
accessibility and modularity as key principles underpinning equitable and lifelong learning. While 
technology is at the centre of contemporary learning, the integration of technology-enhanced 
learning tools and platforms to enrich the learner experience and enhance delivery is emphasised. 
Finally, the chapter discusses the importance of learner-centred, inclusive and competency-based 
approaches as key factors in ODL design that ensure relevance, engagement and meaningful 
outcomes. I believe that the elements covered in this chapter constitute a solid foundation for 
designing transformative ODL programmes and curriculum. 
 
Step-by-Step Process for ODL Curriculum and Course Development 
 
A systematic and pedagogically sound approach to curriculum and course development can achieve 
quality, relevance, flexibility and learner engagement in ODL. These require an intentional design 
that considers the learning environment, learner diversity, access to technology and learner 
autonomy. Well-structured curriculum and course design frameworks improve instructional 
consistency, strengthen quality assurance mechanisms and enable adaptation across diverse 
learning contexts, including online and blended environments (Gold et al., 2025; Stek et al., 2025). 
Alignment between learning outcomes, teaching strategies and assessment further supports 
coherent and flexible curriculum implementation across educational platforms (Vlachopoulos, 
2016). This document presents a step-by-step guide to assist institutions in developing effective 
ODL curricula and courses. 
 
Step 1: Needs Assessment and Situational Analysis 
 
The first step in the development of a new programme or course is to conduct a needs assessment, 
which entails identifying educational needs, learner profiles and industry or societal demands. 
Research has found that situational analysis ensures that curriculum design is contextually 
grounded and responsive to identified needs (Commonwealth of Learning [COL], 2004). A 
comprehensive needs assessment includes labour market analysis; surveys and interviews with 
prospective learners, employers and stakeholders; and a review of national and international 
development goals, as well as educational policies. 
 
Step 2: Defining Programme and Course Learning Outcomes 
 
Once the needs assessment and situational analysis have been completed, the second step is to 
clearly articulate the learning outcomes that will guide the entire curriculum development process. 
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The learning outcomes should be specific, measurable, achievable, relevant and time-bound and 
reflect cognitive, affective and psychomotor domains (Bloom, 1956). Research shows that ODL 
learning outcomes should promote learner autonomy and self-regulated learning while ensuring 
clearly measurable competencies. Because ODL environments require greater learner 
responsibility, outcomes must be explicit, assessable and aligned with competency-based education 
principles (Firat, 2016). In addition, effective ODL programmes align learning outcomes with 
national qualifications frameworks, occupational standards and labour market needs, ensuring 
transparency, quality assurance and graduate employability within lifelong learning systems 
(Abrantes et al., 2022). 
 
Step 3: Curriculum Structure and Course Mapping 
 
Curriculum structuring and course mapping is a critical step of the curriculum design that 
guarantees coherence, progression and alignment between programme outcomes, learning 
activities and assessments (Biggs & Tang, 2011). Effective curriculum mapping supports both 
vertical articulation and horizontal articulation in a clear and co-ordinated way. Vertically, it 
ensures that knowledge and competencies are developed progressively from one level of study to 
the next, with each stage building logically on what learners have previously acquired. Horizontally, 
it aligns related content across courses offered at the same level, ensuring that subjects complement 
one another. This co-ordination helps to eliminate unnecessary duplication of content while 
promoting meaningful connections between concepts, thereby enhancing coherence and 
integration in the learning experience (Harden, 2001; Oliver, 2019). In modular, competency-based 
programmes such as in ODL contexts, curriculum mapping also facilitates the design multiple exit 
points along the modular learning pathways, creating opportunities for a learner to achieve a 
certificate, diploma or micro-credential as part of their journey towards attaining higher awards. 
 
To operationalise these principles, curriculum developers need to provide clear definitions about 
programme duration and credit allocation, core and elective courses as well as prerequisite 
structures that guide learner progression. To avoid overlaps and eliminate duplicated modules, 
mechanisms like content mapping matrices, competency frameworks and module alignment tables 
should be used. Furthermore, mapping should specify weekly or thematic modules, key topics and 
subtopics in each module, and align each component with the intended learning outcomes and 
assessment strategies. This systematic mapping ensures that learning becomes cumulative while 
ensuring flexibility and coherence across the programme (Global Education Monitoring Report 
Team, 2023; Oliver, 2019). 
 
Step 4: Instructional Design and Content Development 
 
Instructional design and content development is the fourth step in the process, which involves the 
development of instructional strategies and learning materials that reflect ODL pedagogy. 
Instructional design in ODL should prioritise clarity, engagement and interactivity to support 
learners who study independently and regulate their own learning processes (Costley et al., 2017; 
Xue et al., 2025). To ascertain these, developers could use the analyse, design, develop, implement 
and evaluate model to guide the process (Branch, 2009). Content should be organised into small, 
manageable learning units and presented through diverse media formats including video, audio 
(podcasts), reports, interactive documents (text and HTML or simulations with embedded tasks for 
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practice to improve immersion in the material and cater towards different learning styles. Where 
relevant, institutions can adopt open educational resources (OER) to save development time and 
increase access to high-quality resources. However, the use of OER must carefully consider 
intellectual property and licensing requirements, ensuring that materials are used, adapted, and 
redistributed in accordance with open licences such as Creative Commons 
(https://creativecommons.org/). Moreover, effective OER integration often involves cultural 
localisation and contextualisation of content to ensure that it reflects local languages, local examples 
and socio-cultural realities pertinent to the learners. These practices enrich relevance, inclusivity 
and pedagogic effectiveness in digital learning and ODL (UNESCO, 2019; Wiley & Hilton, 2018). 
Since the instructional content is for ODL delivery, developers must design for self-paced and 
asynchronous learning with opportunities for interaction and feedback. 
 
Step 5: Selection of Delivery Platforms and Tools 
 
While new technologies keep emerging, those used in ODL should be selected for their capacity to 
improve learning outcomes, accessibility and learner engagement rather than for their novelty 
(Dhawan, 2020; Mhlongo & Dlamini, 2023). Based on these, course developers must carefully 
choose learning management systems (LMSs) and digital tools that support accessibility. Moreover, 
the tools must align with the universal design for learning principles (CAST, 2024) to accommodate 
learner diversity and foster inclusive participation in online learning. The LMS must also be chosen 
based on bandwidth considerations because in most developing countries of the Commonwealth, 
Internet connectivity is still a major issue. Such a platform must be interactive with the possibility 
of incorporating other multimedia resources and the ability to track learners and perform data 
analytics. Common platforms that have stood the test of time in the delivery of remote learning 
include Moodle, Canvas, Blackboard and custom-built portals. Some of them have built-in tools such 
as discussion forums, quizzes, video conferencing and e-portfolios to support active learning. 
 
Step 6: Assessment Strategy Design 
 
Assessment is a critical component of learning; hence, in the context of ODL, the methods adopted 
should be flexible, valid and authentic. This corroborates with the idea that “assessment in ODL 
must promote learner autonomy and provide meaningful feedback for improvement” (Conrad & 
Openo, 2018, p. 73). Flexible assessment strategies discussed herein include online quizzes and 
formative self-assessments, case studies and project-based tasks, peer assessment and e-portfolios 
and proctored online exams (where necessary). It is imperative to align each mode of chosen 
assessment with the learning outcomes. This is applicable for both formative and summative 
assessments, as this alignment significantly contributes to supporting learning progression. 
 
Step 7: Quality Assurance and Peer Review 
 
Another crucial aspect of curriculum development is quality assurance and peer review. Quality 
assurance in ODL is not a one-time checkpoint but a continuous, systematic process that spans the 
entire lifecycle of programme design, development and delivery (Jung & Latchem, 2012). Therefore, 
it is essential that curriculum and course materials undergo rigorous review before implementation. 
This process may include internal peer review by subject matter and instructional design experts, 

https://creativecommons.org/
https://udlguidelines.cast.org/
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alignment checks with institutional and national quality standards and pilot testing with a sample 
of learners to identify gaps, enhance usability and ensure overall effectiveness. 
 
Step 8: Implementation and Course Delivery 
 
Implementation and course delivery in ODL are conducted through institutional digital platforms 
where instructors, tutors, facilitators and technical support staff actively engage learners through 
instruction, feedback and assessment. Effective delivery depends not only on technological 
infrastructure but also on strong academic and technical support mechanisms. The success of online 
learning largely depends on robust learner support services, including tutoring, mentoring and 
timely feedback highly acclaimed for enhancing learner engagement, persistence and academic 
achievement (Asamoah, 2019). To achieve this, it is important for institutions to provide orientation 
for learners and staff, monitor engagement through analytics and address technical or academic 
queries promptly to avoid learners’ frustration and abandonment. 
 
Step 9: Monitoring, Evaluation, and Continuous Improvement 
 
Regular monitoring, evaluation and feedback are important aspects of functional ODL systems. 
According to UNESCO (2020), systematic evaluation is critical for responding to the evolving needs 
of learners and for sustaining programme quality. Although internal indicators such as learner 
feedback surveys, completion and dropout rates, assessment results, instructor reflection diaries 
and peer observations are valuable for informing course delivery and instructional effectiveness, 
comprehensive evaluation should go beyond internal metrics. 
 
Increasingly, ODL institutions are expected to assess programme impact through graduate 
employability tracking, labour market outcomes and stakeholder satisfaction, including employer 
feedback on graduate competencies. Further, cost-effectiveness and return-on-investment analyses 
are emerging as a critical tool for evaluating whether digital learning programmes provide value for 
the financial and institutional investment. Broader evaluation frameworks allow institutions to 
show their social and economic impact while reflecting on existing evidence to guide course 
revisions and strategic improvements. Continuous monitoring of these indicators ensure that the 
programmes remain relevant, efficient and align with the changing workforce and societal needs 
(Jung & Latchem, 2012; Zawacki-Richter & Qayyum, 2019). 
 
So far, our discussions have indicated that developing ODL curricula and courses requires a multi-
layer iterative process, which is a combination of instructional design, learner-centered pedagogy, 
technology integration and quality assurance. If institutions implement this structured approach, 
which begins with a needs assessment and ends with evaluation, it is obvious that the courses they 
create will be impactful, accessible and future-oriented. They will also provide learning experiences 
that meet diverse learners' needs and respond to labour market demands. 
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Designing Programmes to Promote Flexibility, Accessibility and Modularity in 
ODL 
 
A relevant ODL programme is intentional and learner centred, accommodating the diverse needs of 
a wide and geographically dispersed learner population. Moreover, it is designed to promote 
flexibility, accessibility and modularity. This design consideration is central to creating inclusive, 
scalable and future-ready programmes that empower learners to engage with content anytime, 
anywhere and in ways that suit their learning needs and life circumstances (UNESCO, 2020). These 
design principles do not only enhance learner autonomy and engagement but also improve 
retention and completion rates, especially among working-class adults, rural populations and 
learners with disabilities. 
 
Designing for Flexibility 
 
One of the key characteristics of ODL programmes is flexibility, which allows learners to choose 
when, where, how and at what pace they study. For optimal results, flexibility should be embedded 
in curriculum design and delivery systems, enabling adaptable learning pathways and greater 
access to education (Jonker et al., 2020; Kandemir & Kılıç-Çakmak, 2021). Moreover, in flexible 
design, the content delivery schedule is not rigid, enabling learners to learn at their pace and at their 
convenience. To accommodate this modality, institutions have consistently implemented 
asynchronous delivery through learning management systems (LMSs, which enable learners to 
access content on demand. Measures are taken to ensure the learning modules are self-paced with 
suggested timelines rather than inflexible schedules. Also, multiple assessment options, such as 
projects, discussions or quizzes, to cater to diverse learning preferences are used. In terms of 
institutional best practices, the Open University of the United Kingdom offers most of its 
programmes in asynchronous formats with multiple entry points during the academic year. This is 
to allow learners to enrol and progress at their convenience (Open University, 2022). 
 
Ensuring Accessibility 
 
Accessibility in ODL course design extends beyond disability accommodations to encompass 
equitable access across socio-economic contexts, gender groups and varying levels of digital 
literacy. Although the earlier focus of accessibility primarily included removing physical and 
technological barriers, contemporary studies have emphasised that inclusive ODL systems must 
also address structural inequalities such as limited Internet access, affordability constraints, 
gender-based participation gaps and disparities in digital skills that affect learners’ ability to engage 
effectively with online learning environments (Czerniewicz et al., 2020; UNESCO, 2023). 
Accessibility should be treated not as an optional feature but as a core design principle that 
promotes equity and inclusion in digitally mediated education (Seale, 2014). 
 
To operationalise this principle, institutions should use universal design for learning principles to 
guide course design. The approach provides multiple means of representation, engagement and 
expression (CAST, 2024). Practical strategies include ensuring course content is compatible with 
screen readers, has closed captions and uses alternative text for all multimedia resources. Moreover, 
they include providing low-bandwidth alternative course materials that can be downloaded as PDFs 
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or offline learning material, and offering low-bandwidth and offline learning materials in multiple 
languages or in simplified language where applicable for learners with limited connectivity. 
Accessibility also means addressing digital literacy gaps through learner orientation and support 
programmes and implementing gender-sensitive design and outreach strategies that reduce 
participation barriers for women and marginalised groups. 
 
Some ODL institutions such as the University of South Africa (UNISA), have adopted mobile-
compatible platforms and low-bandwidth delivery options to reach rural and economically 
disadvantaged learners. This example illustrates how inclusive design can broaden participation 
and improve learning equity (UNISA, 2020). 
 
Implementing Modularity in Programme Design 
 
Most ODL programmes are developed as separate modules. Thus, the principle of modularity in ODL 
design results in programmes that are structured as a series of independent, self-contained 
modules, each capable of distinct completion and assessment. This practice fosters flexibility, which 
is a cornerstone of ODL programme delivery. Modularity offers flexible pathways, accumulation of 
credits and stackable credentials. Modularity is a design principle that promotes lifelong learning 
and enables learners to build qualifications progressively and at their pace (COL, 2004). Modularity 
in ODL can be achieved by designing standalone modules that align with specific competencies or 
learning outcomes, allowing learners to customise their learning pathway by selecting relevant 
modules, integrating micro-credentials and short courses that can stack into full qualifications and 
facilitating recognition of prior learning and credit transfers between programmes or institutions. 
COL, championing ODL delivery in the whole Commonwealth, adopts this principle often. An 
example is the Technology Enhanced Learning Massive Open Online Course, which uses a modular 
approach that allows participants to complete individual units and receive badges, which can later 
contribute to a full certificate and was offered over several iterations (Cleveland-Innes et al., 2017). 
More recently, the same strategy has been employed with COL’s award-winning micro-courses 
(COL, 2026a) and Pacific open courses (COL, 2026b). 
 
Leveraging Technology for Design and Delivery 
 
As technology advances, it plays a pivotal role in supporting flexibility, accessibility and modularity 
in ODL. Research holds that pedagogy leads and technology follows, hence the need to explore the 
potential of the tool in the enhancement of accessibility, flexibility and learner support (Kandemir 
& Kılıç-Çakmak, 2021). On this premise, programme designers are encouraged to select and use 
digital tools that are user-friendly and mobile-compatible, capable of supporting adaptive learning 
pathways and personalised feedback and integrated with learning analytics to track learner 
engagement and inform improvements. 
 
Aligning with National and International frameworks 
 
Each country has qualification standards often referred to as national qualification frameworks 
which classify qualifications according to levels of learning outcomes and competencies to enhance 
transparency and comparability across education systems (Keevy & Chakroun, 2015). Aligning 
national and regional qualification frameworks enables the formal recognition of flexible and 
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modular learning pathways, thereby supporting credit transfer, learner mobility and employability 
across institutions and labour markets (Cedefop et al., 2017). To make ODL programmes relevant, 
institutions must align them with national qualification frameworks and international guidelines to 
ensure the recognition and transferability of modular learning. The alignment process entails 
defining levels, learning outcomes and credit values for each module and mapping modules to 
occupational and academic standards. 
 
Embedding Continuous Support and Feedback Mechanisms 
 
In ODL, learner support systems must evolve alongside learners progressing through flexible and 
modular learning pathways. Effective ODL require robust academic, technological and advisory 
support structures that guide learners, sustain engagement and facilitate success in self-directed 
environments (Nsamba, 2019). Therefore, a robust learner support mechanism must accompany 
flexibility and modularity. Such assistance could be in the form of tutoring and academic advising 
services adapted to individual needs, timely technical support for navigating digital platforms or 
automated and human feedback mechanisms built into course design. Continuous support and 
feedback mechanisms are very important in ODL for keeping learners registered in the programme. 
 
To ensure inclusivity, learner success and sustainability, it is crucial to design ODL programmes for 
flexibility, accessibility and modularity. Therefore, institutions are encouraged to embrace these 
design principles in their ODL programmes because research has proven that it offers learners the 
opportunity to manage their own learning trajectories. Moreover, it helps them overcome 
participation barriers and build qualifications in ways that suit their contexts and aspirations. 
 
Incorporating Technology-Enhanced Learning Tools and Platforms Effectively 
in ODL 
 
Technology plays a central role in ODL by enabling flexible, engaging, and personalised learning 
experiences. Technology-enhanced learning (TEL) platforms support learner autonomy, improve 
instructional delivery, facilitate collaboration and develop digital competencies essential for lifelong 
learning (Garlinska et al., 2023; Rangel-de Lázaro & Duart, 2023). To explore the full potential of 
TEL, its integration must be pedagogically grounded, context-sensitive and aligned with learning 
outcomes. In this section, we explore some of the strategies and best practices for the effective 
incorporation of TEL tools and platforms in ODL environments. 
 
Align Technology with Pedagogical Goals 
 
It has been proven that technology has the potential to enhance learning outcomes. Despite its 
potential, users should view it as an enabler or facilitator of pedagogical processes (Garlinska et al., 
2023). To put it another way, the effectiveness of technology in achieving instructional objectives 
should guide its selection. The technological pedagogical content knowledge framework provides a 
good pathway that can guide institutions in their endeavours to implement TEL (Mishra & Koehler, 
2006). To make the most of technology in teaching, schools should choose tools that fit their 
learning goals, such as using simulations for practical skills and discussion boards for critical 
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thinking. With regards to pedagogical purpose, video content and interactive media can reinforce 
conceptual understanding or as a collaborative tool for peer-to-peer learning and group projects. 
 
Select Appropriate LMSs 
 
An LMS is the backbone of TEL in ODL. It offers a structured digital environment for delivering 
course content, facilitating interaction, monitoring learner progress and managing assessments. 
While the platform is critical in leveraging ODL, an effective LMS enhances learner engagement, 
supports progress tracking and improves course administration in online education (Al-Fraihat et 
al., 2025; Simelane-Mnisi, 2023; Turnbull et al., 2021). Moreover, it facilitates content delivery, 
learner interaction, assessment and feedback. To choose an appropriate LMS, it is important to 
consider its usability and accessibility across devices. Its capacity to integrate with various tools 
such as Zoom, Google Workspace and Turnitin and how well it supports asynchronous and 
synchronous delivery as well as data analytics for learner tracking and intervention are also worthy 
of consideration. Nowadays, institutions use common LMSs such as Moodle, Canvas, Blackboard and 
Google Classroom to deliver learning. 
 
Incorporate Interactive and Multimedia Tools 
 
One strategy to accommodate various learning styles and enhance content retention is to use 
multimedia tools that support multimodal learning through the combination of visual and auditory 
information. Well-designed multimedia environments enhance learner motivation and promote 
deeper cognitive processing (Mayer, 2024; Staneviciene et al., 2025). Effective use of multimedia 
content that promotes multimodal learning includes video lectures, animations and podcasts to 
explain concepts; gamification elements such as badges and leader boards to motivate learners; 
interactive simulations and virtual labs for skill development; and tools like H5P, Genially and 
Articulate for creating engaging content. Content that incorporates any of these learning modalities 
keeps learners engaged as they interact with the content. 
 
Use Collaborative and Communication Tools 
 
While ODL learners often study in isolation, increasingly, technology is transforming the process by 
enabling collaboration that develops soft skills and strengthens social presence in virtual learning 
environments (Bach et al., 2024; Gao et al., 2024). Moreover, TEL tools are used to enable 
collaboration and communication among learners and the facilitator while also helping to build a 
sense of community and support active learning. Some of the effective tools used to strengthen 
communication and collaboration are discussion forums and social learning networks like Edmodo; 
group work tools such as Google Docs and Padlet; and videoconferencing platforms like Zoom, 
Microsoft Teams and Google Meet for real-time interaction. It is imperative that course content 
incorporate these tools for better learning outcomes. 
 
Integrate Mobile Learning 
 
Mobile device penetration, particularly smartphones, is rapidly increasing in Sub-Saharan Africa. 
This growth supports mobile learning, enabling learners to access educational content anytime and 
across diverse contexts, thereby enhancing flexible and continuous learning opportunities (Falowo, 
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2026; Garzón et al., 2025). This therefore presents an opportunity to examine how smartphones 
and tablets can be leveraged to improve accessibility and flexibility in ODL. These goals can be 
achieved by ensuring that the learning content is mobile responsive and downloadable for offline 
access. Using such technologies as Moodle, Coursera or WhatsApp to support microlearning and 
communication, as well as delivering short, modular content that fits mobile learning contexts, will 
significantly enhance accessibility and flexibility. 
 
Leverage Learning Analytics and Adaptive Technologies 
 
TEL tools integrated with learning analytics provide an opportunity to track learners' behaviour 
and performance, thereby enabling timely interventions. According to Siemens (2013, p. 5), 
“learning analytics transform TEL from a delivery tool to a data-driven ecosystem that supports 
learners’ success”. Thus, adaptive technologies personalise learning paths based on learners' data. 
Strategies leveraging learning analytics include monitoring participation, assessment scores and 
time-on-task metrics. These data allow us to send automated alerts to at-risk learners, 
recommending remedial or advanced resources based on their progress. 
 
Ensure Accessibility and Inclusivity 
 
In terms of accessibility and inclusivity, TEL tools deployed should adhere to universal design for 
learning principles (CAST, 2024) to accommodate learners with diverse needs. Inclusive TEL 
environments are increasingly recognised as essential for achieving equitable digital education. 
Research has shown that accessible technologies, inclusive design principles and adaptive learning 
tools enable learners with diverse needs to participate effectively in digital learning environments 
and support the realisation of education for all in digital contexts (Haleem et al., 2022; Navas-Bonilla 
et al., 2025).To achieve this, institutions should use platforms compliant with the Web Content 
Accessibility Guidelines (World Wide Web Consortium, 2025), provide closed captions, transcripts 
and screen reader support; and avoid content formats that require high bandwidth or specialised 
devices to access them. 
 
Provide Training and Support for Educators and Learners 
 
To ensure effective integration of TEL tools in ODL delivery, institutions must prioritise capacity 
building for both faculty and learners while also addressing broader technological and governance 
considerations. This author agrees with the view that without adequate training and support, 
technology risks becoming a barrier rather than a bridge to learning (Haleem et al., 2022). In this 
regard, institutions should create opportunities for ongoing professional development on digital 
pedagogy and tool usage. Also, they should provide orientation programmes for learners on how to 
navigate institutional learning platforms, and the responsible use of artificial intelligence (AI) 
within TEL ecosystems, including adaptive learning systems and learning analytics tools. 
 
Bringing TEL into the learning space requires more than technical skills to operate and manage such 
platforms: learners also need data ethics and privacy competence in their interaction with the 
system; learner data collected from these digital platforms and AI systems should be presented 
transparently and within the frameworks of ethical standards as well as legal compliance 
(Williamson & Eynon, 2020). In addition to evaluating the initial costs, institutions also need to 
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consider long-term digital sustainability. This includes the costs associated with housing and 
maintaining the technology, licensing it to users and utilising more advanced formats like AI-
powered data analytics or immersive learning environments. To enable equitable adoption, 
institutions must reinforce faculty training with orientation programmes for learners on navigation 
and the use of digital platforms and offer accessible user guide facilities (for both hardware and 
software) as well as responsive technical support services. Such strategies for integrated capacity 
building can validate that TEL innovations sustain their pedagogical effectiveness, ethicality, and 
financial sustainability within ODL contexts (Bond et al., 2021). 
 
Therefore, the effectivity of TEL tools in ODL largely depends on each institution, which must ensure 
that pedagogy leads and technology plays a supportive role. Moreover, institutions should ensure 
that selected platforms are user-friendly and accessible with the possibility to integrate multimedia 
and collaborative tools. These will be effective if institutions build the digital capacity of all 
stakeholders. Therefore, they must strategically deploy TEL to improve flexibility, inclusivity and 
learner engagement. 
 
Promoting Learner-Centred, Inclusive and Competency-Based Approaches in 
ODL Design 
 
Over the years, ODL has evolved significantly from mere correspondence courses to those 
integrating the use of technology in cyberspace. This evolution challenges institutions to embrace 
pedagogical models that are learner-centred, inclusive and competency-based; address diverse 
learner needs; and emphasise active engagement and mastery of real-world skills (Chen, 2023; Kain 
et al., 2024). In line with these perspectives, scholars have highlighted that such approaches are 
essential for preparing learners to navigate complex challenges and develop key 21st-century 
competencies required in a rapidly changing global knowledge economy (Bhardwaj, 2025; Mpofu, 
2024). On the basis of these, ODL must be designed in a manner that provides learners the 
opportunity to take ownership of their learning. Moreover, the ODL design must provide equitable 
access to quality education and ensure mastery of clearly defined competencies. The competencies 
envisioned for the programme must align with occupational, academic or personal development 
goals. This section will discuss strategies that institutions can explore to promote learner-centred, 
inclusive and competency-based approaches to ODL designs. 
 
Implementing Learner-Centred Design Principles 
 
According to Ahmed et al. (2022) and Molinillo et al. (2025), learner-centred education enhances 
engagement, autonomy and lifelong learning competencies, which are critical in ODL environments. 
This assertion indicates that the learner-centred approach is an instructional delivery method that 
shifts attention from teacher-led instruction to active, autonomous and self-regulated learning. 
Given that ODL learners learn in isolation most of the time, this approach is essential for motivating 
them, supporting flexibility and accommodating diverse learning situations. Active learning can 
foster learner-centred design through problem-solving, case studies and discussion forums. With 
evolving pedagogical approaches, learner-centred design can also be achieved through the use of 
personalised learning pathways that allow learners to progress at their own pace. Such designs 
should incorporate formative assessments and feedback to support learning rather than merely 
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evaluate it. It also makes use of reflective activities such as journals, portfolios and peer reviews to 
deepen understanding. In terms of best practice, UNISA is among the ODL institutions that have 
incorporated reflective learning journals and self-assessment tools into their ODL courses to 
encourage self-directed learning (UNISA, 2020). 
 
Ensuring Inclusion in the ODL Design 
 
Inclusion in ODL includes the designs of the courses that allow learners from all backgrounds, skills 
and identities to participate in learning processes. Inclusive ODL seeks to promote equity so that 
geographical location, gender, language, disability and socio-economic background do not prevent 
access to education (Navas-Bonilla et al., 2025). Inclusive curriculum design must also acknowledge 
and embrace alternative knowledge systems, ensuring that teaching resources are sensitive to the 
social, cultural and ecological realities of their beneficiaries. Surface-level efforts of contextualising 
the curriculum and localising content weaken learner engagement and relevance. Valuing local 
epistemologies, practices and problem-solving approaches alongside global knowledge systems 
makes such effort worthy at all levels of education. 
 
To translate the theory of inclusion into practice, ODL programmes can incorporate tenets of 
universal design for learning, which means offering multiple means of engagement, representation 
and expression (CAST, 2024). Other strategies are accessibility features, such as closed captions, 
screen-reader compatibility and alternative text for images and low-bandwidth learning options; 
consideration of community-based examples or indigenous practices and relevant local case studies 
within course content; reasonable accommodation for learners with disabilities or special needs. 
For example, in India the Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU) harnesses regional 
centres to provide culturally contextualised learning support and translated materials, where 
learners have limited Internet access (IGNOU, 2022). 
 
Designing Competency-Based Learning Frameworks 
 
The competency-based learning (CBL) framework is gaining popularity as an instructional delivery 
approach due to its emphasis on learners acquiring and demonstrating specific, measurable 
competencies. Organisations embracing this model of learning have argued for competency-based 
design, as opposed to other models, because it ensures that learners are job-ready and equipped to 
meet industry, academic and societal needs (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, 2016). Rather than merely completing objective-based content, these competencies 
often manifest as knowledge, skills and attitudes. The strength of CBL lies in its ability to clearly 
articulate learning outcomes and performance criteria; emphasise mastery learning, where learners 
progress upon demonstrating proficiency; and use authentic assessment methods such as project 
completion, portfolios and simulations that reflect real-world tasks. Moreover, CBL fosters flexible 
modular structures to support credit accumulation and recognition of prior learning. COL is 
increasingly supporting ODL institutions in developing modular, stackable micro-credentials 
aligned with competency frameworks for employability (Olivier et al., 2025). Institutions in 
Commonwealth member countries implementing this model for the first time can seek technical 
assistance from COL or read the extensive literature on CBL available online. 
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Building Instructor and Institutional Capacity 
 
Learner-centred education boosts ODL engagement, autonomy and lifelong learning skills in ODL 
environments (Ahmed et al., 2022; Kerimbayev et al., 2023; Molinillo et al., 2025;  Namaziandost et 
al., 2024). To sustain such approaches, institutions must provide targeted ongoing professional 
development that helps educators develop digital pedagogy skills and knowledge of universal 
design for learning (CAST, 2024) and provide training in competency-based assessment. Recent 
research has also highlighted the need for innovative incentive structures such as support for 
promotion recognition, grants for innovations in teaching, workload adjustments and awards for 
exciting work in digital teaching to facilitate faculty adoption of learner-centred and inclusive 
instructional practices (Bond et al., 2021; Jung & Latchem, 2012). At the same time, institutions must 
develop holistic learner support systems comprising academic counselling, peer support and career 
advisory services. Policy frameworks that enable the transfer of credits and award stackable micro-
credentials, together with learn-as-you-learn flexible pathways, will complement such efforts while 
allowing learners to tailor their education in ways that fit them most effectively while ensuring 
coherence and quality between programmes. 
 
Enabling Continuous Evaluation and Improvement 
 
As societal trends evolve, ODL programmes must be responsive to changing learner needs and 
contextual realities to remain effective and equitable (UNESCO, 2020). On the basis of these, ODL 
courses must be regularly evaluated to identify areas for improving learner engagement, 
accessibility and achievement of competencies. Regular evaluation can be achieved through the 
collection of disaggregated learner data on engagement, performance and satisfaction; the use of 
learner feedback, analytics and external review to refine course content and delivery; and frequent 
updating of competency frameworks and assessments based on evolving industry and societal 
needs. 
 
Based on all that has been discussed in this section, it is evident that promoting learner-centred, 
inclusive and competency-based approaches to ODL design is essential to delivering meaningful, 
equitable and future-relevant learning. It will be highly beneficial for institutions to incorporate 
these principles into curriculum development, pedagogical practice, assessment strategies and 
learner support systems. The premise of ODL is to widen access to high-quality education while 
empowering learners to thrive in the ever-changing global society. Therefore, it is crucial to fully 
implement the discussed design principles. 
 
Chapter Summary 
 
This chapter, titled "Designing ODL Programmes and Curriculum", discussed a comprehensive 
guide for the development of effective, inclusive and responsive ODL programmes. It presented a 
step-by-step process for ODL curriculum and course development, with emphases on systematic 
planning, instructional design and quality assurance. Flexibility, accessibility and modularity, as key 
principles that support learner autonomy and lifelong learning, have also been covered. Given that 
educators are operating in a technological era, the chapter also explained strategies that institutions 
can explore to effectively integrate TEL tools and platforms that align with pedagogical goals to 
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improve learner engagement. While learner-centred, inclusive and competency-based approaches 
to ODL design are critical in contemporary society, the chapter highlighted the need for institutions 
to embrace and further advocates for personalisation, equity and the development of job-related 
skills. I believe that these components offer a practical and strategic framework for designing 
responsive and impactful ODL programmes, especially in an era when technology is constantly 
changing societal practices. 
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Chapter 5: Programme Delivery and Stakeholder Engagement 
 
Introduction 
 
As institutions embark on the delivery of open and distance learning (ODL), its success and 
sustainability largely depend on stakeholder engagement. This chapter, “Programme Delivery and 
Stakeholder Engagement”, takes into consideration that ODL delivery is different from conventional 
face-to-face learning and proceeds to explore strategic approaches to designing and managing ODL 
initiatives that are flexible, accessible and inclusive. While ODL has been around for more than five 
decades, several delivery models have been developed. The chapter discusses models that are high-
yielding, cater to diverse learner needs and ensure equitable access to quality education. The 
chapter covers strategies to strengthen engagement with key stakeholders such as learners, faculty, 
employers and communities to foster relevance, collaboration and shared ownership of learning 
outcomes. It discusses guidelines for the implementation of comprehensive learner support 
systems, including academic tutoring, counselling and technical assistance. Finally, the chapter 
explains relevant digital tools that can be used to enhance continuous feedback loops that drive 
ongoing engagement and institutional improvement. 
 
Developing Delivery Models that Ensure Flexible, Accessible and Inclusive 
Learning Experiences 
 
As higher education institutions engage with ODL offerings, they need delivery models that are 
scalable, efficient, learner-centred, inclusive and flexible. Learners’ diversity, characterised by age, 
location, socio-economic status, ability and digital access, requires thoughtful, evidence-based 
approaches to ensure that ODL environments accommodate all learners equitably (Global 
Education Monitoring Report Team, 2020). Owing to these, an effective model is one that addresses 
when, where and how learning occur. Such a model is expected to incorporate flexible delivery 
modalities, inclusive instructional design strategies, learner support systems and accessible 
technological tools that strengthen the principles of universal access and inclusive education 
(Chemnad & Othman, 2024). Moreover, approaches such as CAST's (2024) universal design for 
learning (UDL) principles emphasise multiple means of engagement, representation and expression 
to accommodate diverse learners (Rao, 2021). 
 
Principles Guiding Flexible and Inclusive ODL Delivery 
 
Scholars have argued that flexibility and inclusion are key quality attributes of ODL. These enable 
equitable access and lifelong learning for diverse populations by accommodating different learning 
needs, contexts and participation modes (Durak et al., 2025). Based on these perspectives, the key 
principles that should guide a delivery model include: 
 
flexibility in the time, pace and place of learning 

• accessibility across devices, languages and connectivity levels 
• inclusivity for learners with diverse needs and abilities 
• learner autonomy and personalised pathways 
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Types of ODL Delivery Models 
 
Asynchronous delivery models 
Asynchronous online learning increases flexibility and accessibility by allowing learners to engage 
with course materials at their own pace and schedule, which is particularly beneficial for adult and 
remote learners (Hung et al., 2024). Thus, asynchronous models allow learners to access content 
and complete activities at their pace. The key characteristics of the asynchronous model include: 
 

• pre-recorded lectures, readings and self-paced modules 
• use of learning management systems (LMSs) such as Moodle, Canvas or Google Classroom 
• online discussion forums and asynchronous assessments 

 
Advantages 
The advantages of the asynchronous delivery model include the following: 
 

• It is ideal for learners in different time zones or with work or family obligations. 
• It supports self-directed learning and reflection. 
• It allows for flexible access, anytime, anywhere. 

 
Challenges 
Despite its flexibility, asynchronous learning presents challenges that may affect learning outcomes 
if not well managed. Limited real-time interaction can reduce immediate feedback and engagement 
(Hrastinski, 2019). Learners may also experience isolation from instructors and peers, affecting 
motivation and persistence (Martin et al., 2020). In addition, asynchronous environments require 
strong self-regulation and time-management skills (Broadbent & Poon, 2015). Delayed feedback 
and technological or digital literacy barriers, especially where Internet access is limited may further 
hinder participation. Effective instructional design and active instructor presence are therefore 
essential to sustain engagement. 
 
Synchronous delivery models 
On the other hand, synchronous models require learners and instructors to engage in real time. 
While synchronous learning necessitates learners harnessing the potential of tools that enhance 
immediacy and engagement, they must be balanced with flexible alternatives to ensure inclusivity 
(Bozkurt et al., 2020). Synchronous models are generally characterised by features that include: 
 

• live webinars or virtual classes via Zoom, Teams or Google Meet 
• real-time question-and-answer and collaborative exercises 
• scheduled assessments or presentations 

 
Advantages 
The advantages of the synchronous delivery model include following: 
 

• It promotes interaction and immediate feedback. 
• It builds a sense of community and peer support. 
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Challenges 
The challenges of the synchronous delivery model include following: 
 

• It may exclude learners with poor connectivity or bandwidth constraints. 
• Learners may not be readily available to engage in a synchronise session 

 
Blended delivery model 
Blended learning is an amalgamation of both face-to-face instruction and online learning activities, 
combining the strengths of both physical and digital learning environments. It is a pedagogical 
model that enhances flexibility, interaction and learner engagement by leveraging the advantages 
of classroom instruction alongside technology-mediated learning resources (Cheung et al., 2021; 
Rasheed et al., 2020). This model is largely characterised by digital modules, discussion forums and 
multimedia resources along with classroom activities (Rasheed et al., 2020). Blended learning 
focuses on content delivery by merging online and offline resources. 
 
Advantages 
The advantages of the blended delivery model include the following: 
 

• Flexibility and accessibility: Learners can learn at their own pace and revisit materials when 
the need arises. 

• Personalised learning: It supports diverse learning styles and encourages active engagement 
(Major & Francis, 2021). 

• Enhanced interaction: Digital tools complement classroom discussions, fostering more 
profound understanding of the instructional materials. 

 
Challenges 
The challenges of the blended delivery model include the following: 
 

• Technological challenges: It requires reliable Internet and digital literacy to navigate through 
successfully. 

• Reduced social interaction: Social interaction is reduced if online components dominate face-
to-face session. 

• Instructor workload: Designing cohesive blended curricula can be time-intensive (Rasheed 
et al., 2020). 

 
Hybrid delivery model 
This must not be confused with the blended model, which provides online and in-person options. 
Hybrid learning combines in-person and remote participation simultaneously. Learners may attend 
lectures physically or virtually, often through videoconferencing platforms, making it a flexible 
solution for diverse circumstances (De Bruijn-Smolders & Prinsen, 2024). Hybrid learning focuses 
on attendance flexibility by offering simultaneous in-person and remote participation. 
 



 78  

Advantages 
• The advantages of the hybrid delivery model include the following: 
• Accessibility: It enables participation for learners unable to attend face-to-face lectures in 

person. 
• Continuity: It maintains learning during disruptions such as health crises, as was the case 

during the Covid-19 pandemic. 
• Inclusivity: It accommodates varied learner needs and preferences (De Bruijn-Smolders & 

Prinsen, 2024). 
 
Challenges 
The challenges of the hybrid delivery model include the following: 
 

• Technology dependence: It requires stable Internet and classroom broadcast technology. 
• Equity challenges: Ensuring equal engagement for remote and in-person learners 

simultaneously can be difficult. 
• Instructor burden: Managing dual modalities increases workload for faculty (De Bruijn-

Smolders &  Prinsen, 2024). 
 
Ensuring Accessibility in Delivery 
 
Digital accessibility standards 
Accessibility is a critical aspect of ODL delivery. Digital accessibility is not optional but rather a legal 
and ethical requirement in inclusive education, ensuring equitable participation of learners with 
disabilities in digital learning environments (Haleem et al., 2022; Lomellini et al., 2025). Therefore, 
content and platforms must comply with Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (World Wide Web 
Consortium, 2025) to accommodate learners with visual, auditory, motor or cognitive impairments. 
Strategies to achieve digital accessibility standards include: 
 

• the use of screen reader-compatible content 
• the provision of closed captions and transcripts for all videos 
• limited reliance on colour alone to convey information 

 
Low-bandwidth and offline options 
Internet connectivity is another critical aspect in the delivery of ODL. Institutions are encouraged 
to make use of inclusive ODL models that are most adaptable to varying technological landscapes 
as a strategy of addressing the digital divide (Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2020). In 
low-resource settings, institutions are encouraged to consider the following options: 
 

• use of mobile learning instructional materials 
• provision of downloadable PDFs and audio files 
• distribution of course materials via USBs or print 
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Designing for Inclusive Pedagogy 
 
UDL principles underpin inclusive delivery models by providing multiple pathways for engagement, 
representation and expression. In doing so, UDL promotes equitable participation and effectively 
addresses diverse learner needs without the necessity for individual modifications (CAST, 2024). 
Inclusive delivery models that adopt UDL principles: 
 

• provide varied content formats (text, video, infographics) 
• allow alternative assignment formats (e.g., podcast instead of essay) 
• use culturally relevant examples and multilingual resources 

 
Supporting Learner Engagement and Autonomy 
 
Scaffolded learning pathways 
ODL learners’ study autonomously most of the time. In such a situation, scaffolding becomes 
paramount due to insufficient face-to-face interaction. Designing learning experiences that offer 
initial guidance, such as tutorials, prompts or peer support, which gradually reduce as learners gain 
confidence and competence, is critical. This approach aligns with learner-centred pedagogy, 
ensuring that learners receive the right level of challenge and assistance at each stage of their 
development (Ahmed et al., 2022). Scaffolded pathways in ODL often include: 
 

• initial support mechanisms like orientation modules, guided activities and structured 
feedback 

• progressive autonomy, where learners transition from supported tasks to independent 
problem-solving 

• digital tools and collaborative platforms that simulate instructor presence and peer 
interaction, helping maintain engagement and motivation (Aberra & Davids, 2022) 

 
By tailoring support to individual needs and pacing, scaffolded learning enhances accessibility, 
equity and learner success in remote education settings. 
 
Personalised learning 
In ODL environments, personalised learning is especially valuable because learners often engage 
with content asynchronously and independently. Personalised learning environments supported by 
digital technologies enable adaptive instruction and learner autonomy, thereby enhancing 
motivation, engagement and learner ownership, which are critical factors for success in large-scale 
ODL systems (Major & Francis, 2021). It involves adapting learning pathways, content delivery and 
assessment methods to accommodate diverse learner profiles, including differences in prior 
knowledge, learning pace and preferred modalities (UNESCO, 2017). Technologies such as LMSs, 
adaptive software and data analytics play a central role in enabling personalisation by tracking 
learners' progress and offering tailored feedback and resources (Bernacki et al., 2021). Institutions 
should use adaptive technologies and learner analytics to make personalised learning plans and 
automatic feedback loops. 
 



 80  

Learner Support Systems 
 
Support systems are critical in the context of ODL since they connect institutions with learners who 
study remotely and independently without having to engage live with an instructor. Effective 
learner support services enhance retention, motivation and academic success by addressing the 
diverse academic, administrative, emotional and technological needs of distance learners (Ahmady 
et al., 2023; Arhin et al., 2025). Learner support systems are an integral aspect of quality ODL 
programmes as they provide ways in which learners can overcome challenges such as isolation, lack 
of instructor interaction and technological barriers (Ndege et al., 2023). These are typically 
implemented as a multidimensional structure that brings together academic and non-academic 
services across the learner’s educational life. Essential elements of ODL learner support systems 
include the following: 
 
Academic support in the form of tutoring, timely feedback, mentoring and access to digital learning 
resources aids understanding and boost academic performance (Ndege et al., 2023). 
Administrative support provide assistance with enrolment, orientation of processes, examination 
and certification processes facilitate learners to get through institutional processing (Aberra & 
Davids, 2022 ). 
Emotional and motivational support provides counselling, peer interaction and mentoring that 
strengthen learner motivation and discourage feelings of isolation (Ahmady et al., 2023). 
Technological support in the form of help desks, LMSs and digital literacy training facilitates 
effective use of online learning platforms (Yakobi & Yakobi, 2025). 
 
Institutions are encouraged to make these services accessible, responsive, and continuously 
evaluated to ensure quality and relevance in diverse learning contexts (Ahmady et al., 2023). 
 
Monitoring and Continuous Improvement 
 
Monitoring and continuous improvement of ODL delivery models are essential to ensure that 
learning remains flexible, accessible and inclusive for all learners, especially those from 
marginalised or diverse backgrounds. It entails the methodical gathering of data regarding learner 
engagement, satisfaction and outcomes to evaluate the efficacy of instructional strategies and 
support systems (International Commission on the Futures of Education, 2021). Once monitoring 
and continuous improvement become an institutional culture, the delivery model is regularly 
refined based on feedback, performance indicators, and evolving learner needs (Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development, 2023). This significantly contributes to ensuring that 
learning environments adapt to technological advancements and sociocultural shifts, maintaining 
relevance and equity. Key strategies that the institution could use include: 
 

• using inclusive indicators to assess accessibility and participation across diverse learner 
groups (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2023) 

• embedding CAST's (2024) UDL principles in course development to accommodate varied 
learning styles and abilities (UNESCO, 2023) 
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• engaging stakeholders, including learners with disabilities, in co-design and evaluation 
processes to ensure responsiveness and relevance (Southern African Development 
Community, 2022) 

• leveraging data analytics to personalise learning pathways and identifying barriers to access 
or progression 

 
These practices can help institutions uphold the principles of equity and inclusion while fostering 
innovation and responsiveness in ODL systems. 
 
A delivery model that ensures flexible, accessible and inclusive learning experiences is pivotal to the 
success of ODL. Institutions willing to transform their ODL implementation are encouraged to adopt 
diverse and adaptable modalities that prioritise learners' agency, remove barriers to access and 
support engagement across all contexts. Using inclusive teaching methods, accessibility guidelines 
and strong support systems in delivery models helps the institution achieve its goals of fairness, 
quality and ongoing education in digital learning. 
 
Strengthening Engagement Strategies for Learners, Faculty, Employers and 
Communities in ODL 
 
As institutions embark on rolling out ODL, bringing every stakeholder on board is pivotal for the 
success, quality and sustainability of the initiative. The involvement of learners, faculty, employers 
and communities is of prime importance in guaranteeing that programmes are relevant, responsive 
and inclusive. This perspective creates a sense of ownership and shared responsibility (Global 
Education Monitoring Report Team, 2020). The effective engagement of concerned parties 
contributes to the improved learner retention, faculty motivation, graduate employability and 
community trust generally perceived as key pillars of impactful and equitable ODL systems. While 
stronger engagement is important, each group of stakeholders has its own role and needs specific 
strategies to improve communication, collaboration and contribution. 
 
Learner Engagement Strategies 
 
One of the key characteristics of ODL delivery is that learners often study independently and 
remotely. Learners who are not highly motivated feel isolated, are disengaged and risk dropping 
out. On the basis of these, structured and intentional engagement strategies become imperative. 
 
Interactive learning design 
While ODL learners study independently, instructional designers must ensure that learning 
materials are sufficiently engaging to maintain learner motivation and limit attrition rate. 
Corroborating this perspective, researchers have ascertained that interactive element in course 
design significantly enhance learner engagement and help reduce dropout rates in online and 
distance learning (Godsk & Møller, 2025). Engaging learning materials therefore integrate active 
learning strategies such as quizzes, discussion forums, case studies and peer collaboration to 
sustain learner participation and deepen understanding. 
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In addition, instructional designers increasingly employ gamification techniques, including badges, 
points and leader boards, to motivate learners and stimulate continued participation in digital 
learning environments (Khaldi et al., 2023). 
 
Multimodal communication 
In the context of ODL, multimodal communication employing the use of text, audio, video, images, 
animations and interactive tools enhances learner engagement by stimulating multiple sensory 
channels and supporting diverse learning preferences. Content presented through multiple 
modalities enhances learner engagement, motivation and sustained cognitive attention (Baah et al., 
2024; Godsk & Møller, 2025; Major & Francis, 2021). Thus, multimodal elements such as video 
lectures, infographics, podcasts and discussion forums create social presence, foster emotional 
connection and reduce feelings of isolation (Martin et al., 2020). Multimodal strategy is pivotal 
because it builds a more immersive, supportive and engaging learning experience, leading to better 
learning outcomes in ODL. 
 
Personalised support systems 
Another strategy to keep ODL learners engaged is to use personalised support systems. This 
strategy provides the opportunity to adapt instruction, communication and scaffolding to the 
unique needs, preferences and learning profiles of individual learners. While ODL learners often 
experience isolation, limited interaction and varying levels of self-regulation, tailored support, such 
as adaptive feedback, academic advice, automated reminders, academic advice and personalised 
learning pathways significantly enhance engagement and persistence in online learning 
environments (Álvarez et al., 2022; Bernacki et al., 2021).The strength of this strategy lies in its 
ability to strengthen learners’ cognitive engagement by offering timely clarification and feedback, 
enhance behavioural engagement through structured monitoring and follow-up and boost 
emotional engagement by reducing anxiety and fostering a sense of belonging (Kahu & Nelson, 
2018). Personalised support systems make learning more responsive and inclusive, improving 
learners' satisfaction, retention and performance in ODL contexts. 
 
Learner representation and feedback 
Learner representation and feedback are among the key strategies used to keep learners engaged 
in ODL. Through these strategies, learners feel actively involved in shaping their learning 
experience. Learner representation offers them the opportunity to take part in decision-making 
processes such as course design, evaluation of teaching practices and participation in learner 
forums. This approach involves learners in the process and contributes to developing their sense of 
ownership and belonging. When they feel that their voices are being heard, they are more motivated 
and persistent, leading to more engagement overall (Kahu & Nelson, 2018). Peer feedback, tutor 
feedback, automated feedback and reflective self-assessment enable learners to monitor their 
progress and adjust their learning strategies. Feedback that is timely and dialogue-oriented 
improves cognitive engagement and helps reduce feelings of isolation common in ODL 
environments (Álvarez et al., 2022; Bernacki et al., 2024). 
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Faculty Engagement Strategies 
 
An institution cannot underestimate the role of faculty in enhancing the quality of ODL delivery. 
Their role is pivotal, but often, they face challenges related to increased workload, limited digital 
competence or resistance to change. 
 
Professional development and recognition 
Garrison and Vaughan (2008) have asserted that institutional support, training and recognition 
structures strongly correlate with faculty engagement in ODL. Providing ongoing training in digital 
pedagogy, instructional design and emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence, AR and 
virtual reality is a critical success factor for any ODL initiative. Also, recognition and rewards for 
excellence in online teaching and innovation play a significant role in keeping them motivated. 
 
Collaborative teaching communities 
Globally, collaborative teaching is one of the strategies that faculty employ in the implementation of 
their institutional ODL programmes. Institutions are encouraged to establish communities of 
practice for peer mentoring and resource sharing and, similarly, use digital platforms like Microsoft 
Teams for collaboration and informal support. 
 
Faculty involvement in ODL governance 
Successful governance models are those that provide opportunities for active participation in 
decision-making that involves key stakeholders, particularly faculty. Faculty participation in 
institutional governance increases commitment, ownership, and support for innovations such as 
ODL programmes (Singun, 2025). Thus, institutions should include academic staff in curriculum 
design, quality assurance reviews, and policy development. Moreover, they should encourage 
research in digital education and support publication efforts. 
 
Employer Engagement Strategies 
 
Employers are at the consumption end of the ODL process, waiting to make use of products from 
the programmes. As consumers of ODL products, they provide critical insights into labour market 
needs, shape curriculum relevancy, and serve as partners in internships and job placements. 
 
Curriculum co-design and validation 
According to UNESCO's International Commission on the Futures of Education (2021), work-
integrated learning enhances employability by aligning academic programmes with the evolving 
demands of the labour market. Consequently, employers should play an active role in the design 
and review of course content to ensure it reflects current industry standards and anticipates future 
skill requirements. 
 
Work-based learning opportunities 
Work-based learning offers learners credit for prior learning or industry certifications and the 
opportunity to acquire skills that are directly applicable in the place of work. This opportunity is 
possible through internships, apprenticeships or virtual placements. 
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Advisory boards and stakeholder forums 
Advisory boards and stakeholder forums within the context of ODL play an essential role in 
strengthening faculty engagement. They are a structured platform through which faculty 
collaborate with institutional leaders, learners, industry partners and community representatives 
to enhance programme relevance, quality and responsiveness. Through advisory boards, faculty 
contribute to decision-making on curriculum updates, technology adoption and learner support 
policies, thereby increasing ownership and accountability in ODL implementation (Jung & Latchem, 
2012). Moreover, stakeholder forums promote engagement by enabling open dialogue where 
faculty can share concerns, exchange best practices and jointly refine ODL strategies with key actors 
(Bozkurt et al., 2020). Such participatory mechanisms strengthen institutional readiness, foster 
continuous improvement and ensure alignment of ODL programmes with evolving learner needs 
and industry expectations. 
 
Graduate tracking and feedback 
Graduate tracking and feedback are essential for enhancing faculty engagement within ODL 
systems. Furthermore, meaningful employer engagement depends on continuous dialogue and a 
shared responsibility for graduate outcomes (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, 2016). According to UNESCO's International Commission on the Futures of Education 
(2021), the best approach for faculty to gain empirical insights that inform curriculum renewal, 
instructional design and pedagogic decision-making is through the systematic collection of 
information on graduates’ employment outcomes, skills application and post-study experiences. 
The outcome facilitates the understanding of how learning tasks, assessments and course materials 
equip learners with competencies relevant to workplace demands and societal needs. Where ODL 
is delivered with technology, graduate feedback additionally guides the development of learner-
centred strategies, enhances course relevancy and supports institutional quality assurance 
processes (Ngulube & Ukwoma, 2022). 
 
Community Engagement Strategies 
 
ODL institutions have a responsibility to engage communities they serve, particularly in rural, 
underserved or marginalised contexts. 
 
In the context of ODL, community engagement plays a pivotal role in enhancing learner support, 
strengthening institutional relevance and promoting sustainability. Here are a few strategies that 
have proven effective: 
 
Learning support centres and community study hubs 
Community-based learning centres provide a pathway for learners to access tutors, digital 
resources, and peer support. These hubs mitigate the challenges of isolation and digital divides 
common to ODL environments (Kahu & Nelson, 2018). 
 
Partnerships with local institutions and community organisations 
ODL institutions can collaborate with schools, non-governmental organisations, libraries and faith-
based organisations to reach underserved populations. Such partnerships strengthen resource 
sharing and ensure culturally relevant programming (Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 
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2020). Moreover, Community participation enhances contextual relevance and cultural sensitivity 
in distance learning (Latchem, 2017). 
 
Community outreach, sensitisation and awareness campaigns 
According to Bozkurt et al. (2020), regular outreach activities such as community radios, social 
media campaigns, town-hall meetings and roadshows can significantly help in educating the public 
about ODL opportunities and build trust. 
 
Engagement through digital communities of practice 
Online communities of practice allow learners, tutors and community members to collaborate, 
share experiences and build knowledge. These platforms improve learner retention and promote 
active learning (Wenger, 1998). 
 
Participatory curriculum and content development 
ODL institutions enhance relevance and ownership by engaging local communities in identifying 
learning needs, validating content, and contextualising learning materials (Louw, 2015). 
 
Learner feedback mechanisms and community voice platforms 
Tools such as surveys, community forums, SMS feedback and call centres help institutions tailor 
ODL programmes to local realities, improving quality and inclusiveness (Kahu & Nelson, 2018). 
 
Engagement through local economic and development projects 
ODL institutions may partner with communities to support local livelihoods, entrepreneurship, 
health education or agricultural extension. This collaboration strengthens community development 
and positions ODL as a catalyst for socio-economic transformation (Global Education Monitoring 
Report Team, 2020). 
 
Institutional Enablers for Stakeholder Engagement 
 
Institutional enablers foster an environment that allows learners, faculty, administrators, partners 
and communities to actively participate in shaping the educational process. Effective stakeholder 
engagement in ODL depends on the following: 
 
Clear governance and policy frameworks that provide direction on roles, responsibilities and 
communication channels, ensuring that all stakeholders meaningfully contribute to ODL 
development and implementation (Singun, 2025). 
Institutional leadership and strategic vision help to foster stakeholder participation by ensuring 
that digital learning initiatives are linked to wider institutional goals and by building a collaborative 
culture where innovation is celebrated and ownership is becomes shared (Fernández et al., 2023). 
Technology infrastructure and support systems such as LMSs, online communication platforms and 
digital support services. These enable continuous interaction, feedback and collaboration between 
institutions and among geographically dispersed stakeholders (Bond et at., 2021; Singun, 2025). 
Capacity building programmes for faculty, learners, and administrative staff. This capacity building 
programmes improve the digital and pedagogical competencies of faculty members, learners and 
administrative staff, empowering them to effectively engage in ODL environments (Singun, 2025). 



 86  

Mechanisms for quality assurance and continuous improvement, integrate stakeholder feedback 
through monitoring and evaluation processes that support evidence-based decision-making and 
programme refinement (Bardakcı, 2024; Fernández et al., 2023). 
 
A sustainable stakeholder engagement strategy must be institutionalised, not left to individual 
initiative (Louw, 2015). These enablers will significantly contribute to promoting inclusive 
participation, strengthening ownership of ODL initiatives and supporting sustainable 
implementation across educational contexts. 
 
To create strong, welcoming and high-quality ODL ecosystems, institutions need to work harder to 
connect with students, teachers, employers, and the community. Interactive learning design, 
professional development, cross-sector collaboration and community outreach can achieve 
meaningful partnerships that enhance learning outcomes and societal impact. When engagement is 
treated as a strategic priority, ODL moves beyond content delivery to become a transformative force 
in education and development. 
 
Implementing Learner Support Systems Including Counselling, Tutoring and 
Technical Assistance in ODL 
 
One of the key characteristics of ODL is that learner’s study autonomously with very limited or no 
face-to-face sessions. Despite the challenges of studying autonomously, a robust learner support 
system plays a crucial role in ensuring academic success, personal well-being and persistence. ODL 
requires structured learner support systems addressing academic, emotional, technical and social 
needs. Such support enhances learner engagement, well-being and retention while reducing 
isolation and academic stress in distance education environments (Arhin et al., 2025; Son et al., 
2020). Research has demonstrated that functional support systems enhance learner engagement, 
reduce dropout rates and promote equity by catering to varying backgrounds, digital literacies, and 
access levels (Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2020). 
 
Conceptualising Learner Support in ODL 
 
Learner support is one of the key factors that drives learner success in ODL settings. It should not 
be perceived as supplementary but rather as central to the design and delivery of effective distance 
education systems (Son et al., 2020). Learner support in ODL is generally categorised into three 
main domains: 
 

• academic support: focused on teaching, tutoring and content engagement 
• personal and psychosocial support: including counselling, motivation and well-being 
• administrative and technical support: involves access to platforms, systems and guidance 

 
Based on this, institutions can kickstart with these three domains and expand to cover other areas 
if the need arises. 
 
Academic Tutoring and Mentorship 
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Academic tutoring and mentorship significantly contribute to enhancing learner success within ODL 
environments. Ascertaining these perspectives, researchers have added that tutoring and 
mentoring help bridge the transactional distance inherent in ODL, thereby enhancing learner 
engagement and persistence (Arhin & Laryea, 2020; Chen, 2023). 
 
Online tutoring systems 
 
Tutoring offers targeted assistance, helping learners navigate course content, clarify concepts and 
develop effective study strategies. This strategy significantly contributes to counteracting the 
isolation often associated with distance learning (Tait, 2014). Moreover, through synchronous or 
asynchronous interactions, tutors ensure that learners receive timely feedback, scaffolded 
explanations and learning support aligned with their individual needs. Ongoing assistance 
strengthens learner confidence, fosters persistence, and contributes to higher retention rates in 
ODL systems (Simpson, 2018). 
 
Mentorship programmes 
Mentorship, on the other hand, complements tutoring by offering holistic developmental support 
that addresses learners’ academic, psychosocial and professional aspirations. It also fosters long-
term academic growth, encouraging reflective learning and promoting inclusivity through co-
creation and collaboration (Atenas et al., 2024). In ODL contexts, mentors help learners build self-
regulation skills, goal-setting capacity and personal accountability. These are vital for achieving the 
flexibility and autonomy required in distance education (Arhin et al., 2025). Effective mentorship 
also fosters a sense of belonging and community within the virtual learning environment, enhancing 
learners’ motivation and reducing feelings of isolation. 
 
Counselling and Psychosocial Support 
 
The challenges that ODL learners face cannot be underestimated. The roles of counselling and 
psychosocial support are pivotal in fostering ODL delivery. Their strength lies in addressing 
learners’ emotional, social and mental health needs as key factors that significantly influence 
persistence and academic success. Since one characteristic of ODL is independent learning, learners 
face multiple competing responsibilities and may lack immediate peer or teacher interaction. 
Counselling and psychosocial support strengthen their emotion, motivation and coping strategies. 
This helps the learners manage stress, overcome learning barriers and maintain engagement 
(Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2020). 
 
Academic counselling 
Through academic counselling, time-management guidance and crisis-response mechanisms, 
counselling and psychosocial support enhance learners’ self-efficacy and reduce dropout rates, 
which remain a key challenge in distance education (Kahu & Nelson, 2018). Moreover, they offer 
guidance on course selection, workload management and study planning. They also assist learners 
in developing digital study guides and self-management toolkits. 
 
Personal counselling services 
Personal counselling services help create a welcoming and supportive online learning environment 
by providing specific help for vulnerable groups like learners with disabilities, those impacted by 
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conflict and working adults facing mental health challenges. They provide virtual or phone-based 
counselling with trained professionals, during which they address mental health, motivation and 
resilience-building while ensuring privacy, cultural sensitivity and multilingual support. 
 
Peer support networks 
In any educational setting, peers interact more freely among themselves than with their facilitators. 
They are more apt at providing emotional and motivational support to their peers. Such cooperation 
is crucial for learner retention, especially among marginalised or first-time distance learners (Arhin 
et al., 2025). Peer support networks foster learner-led groups or clubs that provide emotional and 
academic peer support. Moreover, they use discussion boards, WhatsApp groups or Discord servers 
for informal interaction. In the context of ODL, these digital spaces support communication, 
collaboration and peer support, helping reduce isolation and strengthen social presence. Such 
interactions enhance learner engagement, foster resilience and learner well-being and cultivate a 
sense of connectedness and belonging, thereby contributing to improved retention, learning 
outcomes and completion rates (Taghizadeh Kerman et al., 2024). 
 
Technical Assistance and Digital Literacy Support 
 
As discussed earlier, ODL learners have very limited or no face-to-face sessions. When faced with 
technical challenges, they become frustrated, and if the problem is not quickly resolved, they 
abandon it. Thus, technical challenges remain a leading barrier to successful ODL participation, 
particularly in low-resource settings. Institutions are encouraged to set up technical support 
structures that are responsive, multilingual and proactive to ensure equitable participation in ODL 
(Lomellini et al., 2025). Institutions should explore the following strategies to provide technical 
assistance: 
 
Information technology help desk services 
Creating a digital help desk is one of the most straightforward ways to deliver prompt feedback to 
ODL learners. This involves establishing a centralised technical support service that learners can 
reach through email, live chat, or telephone. After implementation, the service should be scheduled 
to operate during peak usage periods as well as in the evenings, when demand is typically lower, to 
ensure consistent accessibility. 
 
Onboarding and orientation 
Sometimes, support services are available but not used due to ignorance or lack of skills. It is 
imperative that when such services are set up, institutions proceed with the following: 
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• provision of mandatory digital orientation sessions to introduce learners to: 
• the LMS's navigation 
• online assessment tools 
• digital communication etiquette 
• development of step-by-step manuals, video tutorials and infographics 

 
Integration of Support Services into the LMS 
 
Another strategy to support ODL learners and reduce the rate of attrition is through the integration 
of support services into the LMS. Embedding learner support services within the virtual learning 
environment improves accessibility and encourages greater utilisation of academic and technical 
support because learners can access assistance directly within the learning platform (Aberra & 
Davids, 2022). Moreover, the integration of learner-centred support services in an LMS is 
fundamental for ensuring quality ODL delivery. Many strategies exist to integrate comprehensive 
learner support services into an LMS. Contemporary digital learning environments emphasise 
embedding academic, technical, administrative and psychosocial support directly within the LMS 
interface to improve accessibility, engagement and learner success. These include the following: 
 
Academic support tools 
Institutions should embed tools such as e-libraries, tutoring spaces, frequently asked questions and 
interactive content directly within the LMS interface, giving learners seamless access to course 
materials and academic assistance without leaving the platform. Embedded academic resources 
enhance learner engagement and support self-regulated learning (Peyton et al., 2025). 
 
Technical support features 
The LMS platforms should incorporate chatbots, help desks, ticketing systems and troubleshooting 
guides to help learners resolve technical challenges promptly. Artificial intelligence-based 
assistants integrated into LMS environments can provide real-time responses to student queries 
and improve the efficiency of technical support services (Huang & Hew, 2025; Peyton et al., 2025). 
 
Administrative support services 
Registration dashboards, fee status updates, assignment submission guidelines and examination 
schedules should be integrated within the LMS to reduce the burden on learners and simplify 
administrative processes. Such integration simplifies institutional processes and improves co-
ordination in online and distance education programmes (Ndibalema, 2025). 
 
Communication and psychosocial support services 
Integrating discussion forums, counselling request forms, peer support groups and real-time 
communication tools helps build a sense of community and enhances learner well-being. These 
tools promote social presence, reduce learner isolation and support student well-being in online 
learning environments (Huang & Hew, 2025). 
 
To ensure equity, institutions should ascertain that LMS interfaces support inclusive learning with 
accessibility tools like screen readers, captioning, multilingual interfaces and alternative formats 
for learners with diverse needs (Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2020). Finally, 
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continuous analytics-driven learner monitoring within the LMS will facilitate the tracking of learner 
progress and intervene early when they show signs of disengagement, improving retention and 
performance. 
 
Inclusive and Context-Sensitive Support Design 
 
In the context of ODL, the design of learner support requires intentional strategies that ensure 
equity, accessibility and contextual relevance. Moreover, inclusive support systems recognise the 
varied circumstances of ODL learners and work to ensure that every student is adequately 
supported (International Commission on the Futures of Education, 2021). Here are a few design 
strategies: 
 
UDL principles 
The use of CAST's (2024) UDL principles provides multiple means of engagement, representation 
and expression so that diverse learners, including those with special needs, can access content and 
participate meaningfully (Burgstahler, 2020; CAST, 2024). This strategy refers to instructional 
materials in varied formats (audio, text, video and simplified language) and ensuring platform 
compatibility with assistive technologies. 
 
Context-sensitive issues 
Considering learners’ socio-economic conditions, digital literacy levels and local technological 
constraints are pivotal in ascertaining an equitable design. Low-bandwidth alternatives, 
downloadable content and offline study materials should be provided to help bridge digital divides, 
especially in low-resource contexts (Czerniewicz et al., 2020; Global Education Monitoring Report 
Team, 2020). Establishing community learning hubs or partnering with local schools and councils 
is another strategy that institutions may use to share devices and connectivity. 
 
Responsive academic and psychosocial support 
This includes the provision of timely tutor feedback, mentorship and peer support groups. 
Moreover, it includes culturally sensitive counselling services deployed to reduce learner isolation 
and enhance motivation (Anderson & Dron, 2011; Kahu & Nelson, 2018). The use of SMS, WhatsApp, 
radio broadcasts and call-in tutorials constitutes flexible communication channels deployed to 
ensure learners access instructors through modes suited to their realities. 
 
Inclusive policies and capacity development 
Continuous professional development on inclusive pedagogy, digital accessibility, and 
contextualised instructional design empowers staff to serve diverse learner groups effectively 
(Bozkurt et al., 2020). Building faculty and support staff ensures sustainability in programme 
rollouts. 
 
The need for a learner system as a critical success factor in the implementation of ODL at the 
institutional level cannot be underestimated. With well-co-ordinated academic tutoring, accessible 
counselling services and responsive technical support, institutions can reduce barriers to learning, 
enhance learner satisfaction, and promote persistence. To ensure equity, these systems must be 
inclusive, data-driven and embedded into the learning experience to ascertain the needs of diverse 
ODL learners. 
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Chapter Summary 
 
This chapter, “Programme Delivery and Stakeholder Engagement”, has extensively discussed a 
comprehensive approach to enhancing the design, implementation and continuous improvement of 
ODL programmes. It started by outlining the development of delivery models that prioritise 
flexibility, accessibility and inclusion to accommodate the diverse needs of learners. The chapter 
also detailed strategies for strengthening engagement among learners, faculty, employers and 
communities, with emphasis on the importance of collaboration, relevance and shared 
responsibility. Furthermore, the chapter highlighted the implementation of learner support systems 
that encompass academic tutoring, psychosocial counselling and technical assistance to ensure 
holistic support throughout the learning journey. These elements offer a learner-centred, 
responsive framework for delivering high-quality ODL programmes. 
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Chapter 6: Research, Innovation and Technological Integration 
 
Introduction 
 
Globally, open and distance learning (ODL) is rapidly positioning itself in higher education as a 
viable and cost-effective mode. Within the context of an ever-changing society, the advancement of 
this learning mode will unquestionably rely on a dynamic interplay between research, innovation, 
and technology. This chapter, “Research, Innovation and Technological Integration”, has been 
written to explore strategic approaches through which the research foundations and technological 
capabilities of ODL systems can be strengthened. Owing to this, the chapter begins with an outline 
of how institutions can foster a robust ODL research agenda, plausible methodologies, tools and 
learner outcomes, while also encouraging interdisciplinary collaboration to enrich inquiry and 
practice. Moreover, the importance of promoting innovation through the integration of emerging 
technologies such as artificial intelligence (AI), augmented reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR) and 
data analytics is highlighted. The chapter also emphasises the effective use of technological tools to 
enhance research dissemination and collaborative engagement. These elements, when combined, 
will create a comprehensive framework that will transform ODL into a future-focused, evidence-
based and technologically enriched mode of learning. 
 
Fostering a Research Agenda Focused on ODL Methodologies, Tools and 
Outcomes 
 
Looking at the ever-increasing demand for ODL, this mode of learning has become a cornerstone for 
inclusive and flexible higher education delivery. Therefore, it is crucial for institutions to establish 
a research agenda that is both coherent and impactful, with the goal of advancing knowledge in ODL 
methodologies, digital tools and learner outcomes. This research agenda should aim to address local 
and institutional needs while contributing to the global discourse on educational innovation, quality 
assurance and equity in distance learning (Anderson & Dron, 2011; Bates, 2015). Fostering a 
research culture that prioritises the pedagogical, technological and contextual dimensions of ODL is 
critical for an institution's ability to enhance evidence-based practices, inform policy and drive 
continuous improvement. 
 
Establishing Institutional Priorities for ODL Research 
 
An articulated research agenda helps institutions to align scholarly inquiry with strategic goals 
while meeting the evolving educational challenges and expectations from stakeholders (UNESCO, 
2021). Similarly, the formulation of a planning agenda in the context of ODL is usually undertaken 
in an integrated process model which starts with environmental scanning to analyse technological 
trends, learner demographics and policy priorities. Next, stakeholders (including faculty, learners, 
employers and policymakers) are consulted to ensure research priorities reflect institutional and 
societal needs. They are all then organised by thematic clustering, validated through a combination 
of institutional review and governance processes and incorporated into a cyclical approval and 
review framework that periodically updates priorities in response to emerging developments 
(Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019). 
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While most educational research often focuses broadly on pedagogical theory and classroom 
practices, ODL research agendas tend to be oriented around systems-oriented and technology-
mediated addressing challenges such as digital learning infrastructure, learner support in 
distributed environments and the integration of emerging technologies. As a result, institutions 
often focus on topics such as innovative instructional design for online learning, engagement of 
learners in digital environments, accessibility and inclusion in ODL delivery, the impact 
technologies such as AI and immersive media, assessment and feedback in virtual classrooms, 
faculty digital pedagogy and socio-cultural barriers to participation. These priorities are designed 
to provide a structured yet flexible framework through which institutions can generate evidence to 
inform policy and practice in digitally mediated education. 
 
Creating Enabling Structures for ODL Research 
 
Best practices suggest that supportive governance and resource structures are strategic in enabling 
success in ODL research. This assertion corroborates with research findings that have argued that 
“institutional support structures are essential to nurture an academic culture of inquiry, 
collaboration, and dissemination in ODL” (Latchem, 2016, p. 136). Thus, institutions are encouraged 
to create enabling structures that could foster sustainability in ODL research. Various strategies 
exist to achieve this goal. This could be through the following: 
 

• creation of a research and innovation unit for ODL within the academic or quality assurance 
directorate 

• development of a research strategy document outlining thematic areas, objectives and 
expected outcomes 

• provision of seed funding or research grants for faculty-led studies in ODL 
• setting up of institutional research ethics committees to review ODL studies 

 
Building Capacity and Research Literacy in ODL 
 
The success and sustainability of any initiative largely depend on the capability of the workforce. 
Institutions desiring to leverage ODL in innovative ways must build the research capacity of faculty, 
instructional designers and postgraduate learners. These perspectives align with the findings that 
faculty development in ODL must include research-methods training alongside digital teaching 
skills to support evidence-based online pedagogy and continuous improvement of distance 
education (Bashir, 2025; Kırkıç et al., 2024). Such development is critical to fostering meaningful 
contributions to ODL scholarship. Capacity-building could be achieved through the following: 
 

• workshops on research methodologies relevant to digital learning in areas like design-based 
research, learning analytics and action research 

• training in academic writing and publishing in ODL journals 
• mentorship programmes link junior researchers with senior scholars 
• promotion of interdisciplinary research that combines education, information and 

communication technologies and social sciences 
• seed funding 
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• consideration of academic workloads 
 
Encouraging Collaborative and Multidisciplinary Research 
 
Globally, research trends are increasingly collaborative and multidisciplinary. Researchers have 
opined that collaborative research promotes innovation by enabling scholars to combine expertise, 
exchange diverse perspectives and promote shared learning across institutional and cultural 
contexts (Bozeman & Boardman, 2014). Most ODL research benefits from cross-disciplinary and 
inter-institutional collaboration because it involves technology, pedagogy, psychology and policy 
(Bozkurt et al., 2020; Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019). Institutions can strengthen collaborative and 
multidisciplinary research by: 
 

• fostering partnerships with national ODL networks and international bodies like the 
International Council for Distance Education and the Commonwealth of Learning (COL, 
2021) 

• establishing joint research initiatives with industry and non-governmental organisations 
working in educational technology or community learning (Bozeman & Boardman, 2014) 

• engaging in south–south and north–south research collaborations to share diverse 
perspectives and innovations (UNESCO, 2021) 

 
Integrating Learning Analytics and Digital Research Tools 
 
As the world evolves, advances in educational technology provide access to data-rich environments 
where learning behaviours and outcomes can be systematically studied to improve learners’ 
performances. One such advance is the use of learning analytics to perceive learners’ performance 
in a course. Learning analytics enables ODL to become a more evidence-based educational system 
by analysing learner data from digital platforms to inform instructional decisions. It supports 
predictive modelling to identify at-risk learners and enables personalised learning pathways, 
thereby improving learner support, engagement and academic success in online environments 
(Herodotou et al., 2019; Palanci, 2024). Institutions desiring to transform ODL research into 
evidence-based data can explore the following tools and techniques: 
 

• using data from the learning management system (LMS) to assess learner progress 
• implementing learning analytics dashboards such as Microsoft's Power BI to track learner 

data in real time (Microsoft, n.d.) 
• conducting research on adaptive learning systems and AI-driven tutoring 
• using data to make informed decisions for the improvement of content, learning pace and 

support systems 
 
Aligning ODL Research with Policy and Practice 
 
Research has shown that when findings from ODL studies inform educational policy and 
institutional practice, they move beyond theory and become drivers of educational transformation, 
improving access, quality and innovation in digital learning systems (Verma, 2025; Xiao, 2023). 
Therefore, institutions can improve the effectiveness of research by using its outcomes to inform 
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their policies and teaching practices. Institutions can align ODL research with policy and practice 
by: 

• incorporating research findings into curriculum development and instructional design 
• using research findings to shape learner support services and digital equity strategies 
• informing institutional policies on academic integrity, faculty workload, or learner 

assessment 
 
Fostering a robust research agenda in ODL is crucial for institutional innovation, pedagogical 
advancement, and learner-centred education. By setting clear priorities, supporting capacity-
building, encouraging collaboration, leveraging digital tools and translating findings into policy and 
practice, institutions can build a dynamic culture of inquiry that advances both local impact and 
global scholarship. Such a research culture enhances the credibility of ODL programmes and 
ensures their adaptability in an evolving digital education ecosystem. 
 
Encouraging Interdisciplinary Collaboration in Digital Learning Research 
 
Digital learning is diversified and mobilises knowledge in fields such as education, information 
technology, psychology, communication studies, data science and policy. As the demand for a more 
viable form of education increases, ODL has complex and evolving challenges which institutions can 
address through interdisciplinary collaboration that makes use of diverse expertise, methodologies 
and views. While advocating for interdisciplinary collaboration, researchers have argued that it 
enhances innovation, relevance and scalability in digital learning research, as integrating expertise 
from fields such as education, technology and psychology helps develop more effective and scalable 
digital learning solutions (Podgórska, 2024; Wang et al., 2025). By breaking disciplinary silos and 
promoting cross-functional partnerships, higher education institutions can generate holistic 
insights into learner behaviour, instructional design, equity, technology adoption and educational 
outcomes, thereby improving the quality and effectiveness of ODL. 
 
Rationale for Interdisciplinary Collaboration in Digital Learning 
 
According to Bates (2015, p. 198), “interdisciplinary collaboration allows researchers to engage in 
richer problem framing and to design more comprehensive interventions in digital learning 
environments.” Digital learning blends technology and pedagogy influenced by social, cultural and 
economic factors. The benefits of interdisciplinary collaboration are enormous. Through this 
practice: 
 

• educational technologists develop and test tools and platforms 
• instructional designers translate pedagogical theory into practice 
• psychologists study motivation, cognitive load and learner engagement 
• data scientists analyse learning analytics and develop predictive models 
• policy experts assess regulatory and ethical implications 

 
Institutional Strategies to Promote Interdisciplinary Collaboration 
 
Establish interdisciplinary research centres and labs. 
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The potential of interdisciplinary collaboration cannot be underestimated, and institutions are 
encouraged to create dedicated centres for digital learning research. The centre could draw 
personnel from different faculties, such as education, computer science, sociology and business, to 
collaborate on research and innovation. Research has shown that centralised institutional 
structures that support cross-departmental collaboration strengthen alignment, knowledge sharing 
and shared ownership of digital education initiatives in universities (Gkrimpizi et al., 2023; Tang, 
2025). 
 
Incentivise cross-disciplinary grant proposals 
Motivation, in the form of incentives, is a critical success factor in any undertaking. “Incentives play 
a crucial role in encouraging faculty to step outside their disciplinary boundaries and engage in 
collaborative inquiry” (Latchem, 2016, p. 127). Institutions are encouraged to provide internal 
research funding or seed grants to motivate the participation of faculty from two or more disciplines 
and, similarly, reward interdisciplinary publication and innovation through promotion and tenure 
criteria. 
 
Designing Interdisciplinary Research Projects 
 
Identify shared research problems. 
The identification of shared research problems begins with questions that require multidisciplinary 
perspectives, such as, "How does AI affect learner autonomy in online education?" What are the 
socio-cultural barriers to adopting mobile learning in rural areas? How can learning analytics 
inform inclusive instructional design?" The formulation of these problems indicates the need for 
input from technologists, educators, sociologists and ethicists. 
 
Define clear roles and methodological integration. 
After research problems are identified as shared, it is important to elucidate how each participating 
discipline contributes to solving the multidisciplinary research objective. Contemporary 
scholarship stresses that methodological pluralism can enrich interdisciplinary research by 
integrating ranges of epistemological paradigms and diagnostic methods (Qayyum & Zawacki-
Richter, 2018). Integrating disciplines can nonetheless create methodological tensions, as fields 
may differ in their preferred paradigms for research, evidentiary standards and forms of analysis. 
Education researchers might want to emphasise pedagogical frameworks and learning theories 
based on qualitative or design-based approaches method, while information and communication 
technology researchers describe platform architecture, system usability and tool integration using 
either experimental or engineering methods. Psychology offers understanding of learner 
motivation, cognitive processes and behaviours based on experimental or psychometric 
methodologies. On the other hand, statistics and data science focus on modelling learning analytics, 
predictive algorithms and large-scale learner data analysis. 
 
Such disciplinary differences can lead to tensions between interpretive and computational 
approaches, between small-scale contextual inquiry driven by theory-based design, and large-scale 
data-driven analysis. Methods to manage these tensions involve the use of methodological 
integration strategies (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018), as there is an opportunity for mixed methods 
research designs that combine qualitative insights with quantitative evidence to produce more 
comprehensive and contextually grounded findings (Zawacki-Richter, 2019). Through deliberate 
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co-ordination of these approaches, interdisciplinary research teams can generate insights that are 
both analytically rigorous and practically relevant to complex challenges in technology-enhanced 
and ODL environments. 
 
Facilitating Cross-Disciplinary Dialogue and Capacity building 
 
Interdisciplinary seminars and research forums 
Many strategies could be used to facilitate cross-disciplinary dialogue and capacity building. One 
example is organising interdisciplinary seminars and research forums. Institutions are encouraged 
to organise institutional or regional forums, where researchers from different fields present their 
work and collaborate on project ideas. 
 
Team training on interdisciplinary methods. 
Capacity building in interdisciplinary research methods is essential to overcoming communication 
barriers and epistemological differences between disciplines, enabling researchers to develop 
shared conceptual frameworks and collaborative practices (Carr et al., 2018; Roche & Rickard, 
2017). Based on this perspective, institutions could organise professional development in 
collaborative research techniques, communication strategies and interdisciplinary grant writing. 
 
Leveraging Digital Platforms for Collaborative Research 
 
The continuous growth of various technological tools makes it easier for researchers to actively 
participate in a research project from the comfort of their rooms. Recent studies have confirmed 
that digital collaboration technologies reduce geographical and disciplinary barriers, enabling 
researchers to interact, share knowledge and conduct interdisciplinary research more efficiently 
(Bohnenkamp et al., 2023; Gesser-Edelsburg, 2024). Institutions could use collaborative tools like 
Microsoft Teams, Google Forms, Miro, Zotero and Zoom to manage shared research projects. 
Similarly, platforms such as the Center for Open Science's (n.d.) open science framework can 
support: 
 

• joint authorship and data sharing 
• transparent research workflows 
• version control of collaborative writing 

 
These tools break barriers and borders and make south–south as well as north–south collaboration 
easier. 
 
Engaging External Partners and Communities of Practice 
 
Research that engages diverse stakeholders enhances contextual relevance and facilitates the 
translation of knowledge into practice and policy (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, 2023; UNESCO, 2021). Interdisciplinary research can be strengthened through 
partnerships with educational technology developers and AI start-ups, government agencies such 
as ministries of education, non-governmental and community-based organisations (e.g., Plan 
International) and global research networks such as the International Council for Distance 



 101  

Education and COL. Such collaborations integrate real-world perspectives into research processes, 
broaden the scope of inquiry and increase the impact of research outcomes. 
 
Publishing and Disseminating Interdisciplinary Research 
 
According to Qayyum and Zawacki-Richter (2018), the dissemination of research findings 
strengthens academic visibility, shapes practice and informs policy dialogue. It is imperative to 
create avenues for publishing and sharing findings. Such dissemination is critical in building an 
institutional and global knowledge base on ODL. Institutions should encourage the following: 
 

• contributing to open-access journals and conferences that welcome interdisciplinary 
approaches, such as the International Review of Research in Open and Distributed Learning, 
Distance Education, Online Learning Journal and Educational Technology Research and 
Development 

• presenting findings at regional and international conferences such as eLearning Africa, 
which is held annually; the Pan-Commonwealth Forum for Open and Distance Learning, 
which is held every three years; and the Open Education Global conference 

• launching or contributing to institutional journals focused on ODL and e-learning 
• creating institutional repositories or research blogs to share innovation more informally and 

engage broader audiences 
 
Thus, dissemination strategies should reflect the interdisciplinary nature of research and 
intentionally reach diverse scholarly and practitioner audiences through multiple communication 
channels to ensure broader knowledge translation and practical impact (Hanneke  & Link, 2019). 
 
In the field of ODL, interdisciplinary collaboration in digital learning research is important because 
it has the potential to address complex multi-layered challenges such as content design, delivery 
and evaluation. Fostering such collaboration requires institutions to establish enabling structures, 
provide incentives for joint projects, support capacity-building and facilitate shared inquiry across 
disciplines. With the effective implementation of these strategies, research becomes more 
innovative, impactful and attuned to the realities of learners, faculty and the education system as a 
whole in the digital era. 
 
Promoting Innovation in the Use of AI, AR/VR and Data Analytics in ODL 
 
Technological evolution continues to shape practices, and we cannot underestimate its potential to 
transform ODL. Mainstreaming emerging technologies like AI, AR/VR and data analytics into ODL is 
one approach through which institutions can innovate instructional processes and learner-centred 
designs. Researchers agree that these technologies offer transformative potential for improving 
accessibility, personalisation, engagement and assessment within digital learning environments 
(Bates, 2015; Holmes et al., 2019). Institutions should adopt a strategic and research-informed 
approach to maximise the benefits of these innovative technologies. Research-based approaches 
facilitate their use through policy alignment, capacity building, infrastructure investment and 
interdisciplinary collaboration. 
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AI in ODL 
 
AI is in its early stages in ODL; however, it already has the potential to transform learning by 
enabling personalised provision, support and tutoring systems. Research has shown that AI 
supports scalable, data-driven learning environments that adapt in real time to meet the needs of 
individual learners (Holmes et al., 2019; Luckin et al., 2016). In the context of ODL, some common 
applications include chatbots for 24/7 learner support, adaptive learning platforms that personalise 
content to individual needs, automated grading and feedback systems and recommendation engines 
that help learners navigate through custom pathways. 
 
Implementation of AI must be progressive, and establishments ought to follow a phased 
implementation model. The first step, during the pilot phase, is to introduce teaching assistants in 
the form of AI tools within specific courses as a way of testing feasibility and pedagogical alignment. 
Next comes the evaluation phase in which institutions evaluate learner outcomes, engagement 
patterns, and ethical issues such as data privacy and transparency. Lastly, the scaling phase aims to 
grow successful innovations across interventions through capacity development of faculty on AI-
driven pedagogy, as well as collaboration with AI researchers to create solutions for ODL based on 
the context. Such a rigorous procedure will ensure that the introduction of AI into educational 
processes is data driven and ethically based, instead of being inspired only by the novelty factor of 
new technology (Holmes et al., 2019; Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019). 
 
While there is much criticism about the use of AI in education, institutions are encouraged to define 
clear ethical guidelines to streamline its application in ODL. Ethically, AI use in education must be 
grounded in transparency, fairness and learner support (Holmes et al., 2019). 
 
AR/VR in ODL 
 
AR/VR are emerging technologies that hold great promise for enhancing ODL learning outcomes 
through immersive experiential environments like science, engineering and healthcare, where 
simulation is essential. Research has suggested that VR may enhance engagement and retention via 
spatial or embodied learning experiences (Radianti et al., 2020). Examples may include virtual 
laboratories or simulated teaching practice, 3D explorations of complex system; and role-play 
environments for soft skill development. 
 
Scaling AR/VR in ODL involves addressing the cost–benefit trade-offs as well as accessibility 
constraints. Although these technologies potentially enhance learning quality, they frequently 
require significant upfront investment, infrastructure needs and maintenance costs contributing to 
concerns relating to the return on investment in resource-constrained settings (Makransky & 
Petersen, 2021). Moreover, bandwidth requirements, device compatibility issues and limited access 
to VR equipment can further exclude students in low-resources or rural contexts, potentially 
exacerbating digital inequalities (Bond et al., 2021). 
 
These constraints suggest that institutions need to develop context-sensitive strategies, including 
investing in low-cost and mobile-friendly AR/VR solutions while working within interdisciplinary 
teams at scale to create the right kind of content, pooling resources with faculty on course redesigns 
with appropriate immersive components when required, as well as ensuring they also have 
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alternative low-bandwidth learning options available as part of their toolkit. These approaches also 
aim to provide an adequate balance between pedagogical value, affordability, equitable access of 
learners as well ensuring sustainable integration of immersive technologies in ODL environments. 
 
Data Analytics in ODL 
 
Learning analytics enable educators to shift from reactive responses to proactive learner support 
strategies through data-driven early intervention (Almutairi et al., 2025; Leibur & Saks, 2025). As a 
contemporary trend, data analytics provides insights into learner behaviour, course performance 
and institutional efficiency. It is critical to support predictive interventions, learning optimisation 
and evidence-based decision-making. Early users of data analytics utilise it for the following 
purposes: 
 

• learning analytics dashboards for faculty and learners 
• predictive models to identify at-risk learners 
• heatmaps of LMS engagement to improve instructional design 
• programme-level analytics for curriculum review and quality assurance 

 
Ferguson et al. (2014) have concluded that building a data culture in higher education will require 
that institutions invest in skills development, system set-up and ethical practices. Institutions could 
embrace the following strategies to promote data analytics innovation: 
 

• integrating analytics tools like Microsoft Power BI with LMS platforms 
• building institutional capacity in data literacy and visualisation 
• using analytics to inform continuous course improvement and learner support 
• establishing data governance policies to protect privacy and ensure ethical use 

 
Institutional Enablers for Technological Innovation 
 
As institutions contemplate how well to embrace AI, AR/VR and data analytics in ODL, the process 
can be accelerated through enabling leadership, policy frameworks, research collaboration, 
capacity building and evidence-based scaling strategies (Anderson, 2023; Hashim et al., 2022). 
 
Leadership and policy support 
It is evident in most projects that strong leadership and enabling policy environments are 
foundational for sustainable innovation. Institutions should embed innovation targets within their 
strategic and operational plans to ensure accountability and direction. It is essential to formulate 
institutional policies that encompass the utilisation of emerging technologies, digital ethics, and 
integration frameworks for responsible implementation (Ng et al., 2023). These policies should 
encourage compliance with national and international digital education standards, guaranteeing 
consistent governance of technology utilisation in educational systems. 
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Interdisciplinary Research and Development 
 
Integrating AI, AR/VR and data analytics requires an interdisciplinary approach that connects 
education, information technology and cognitive science. Supporting collaborative research 
projects that examine the pedagogical and psychological implications of emerging technologies 
would be very beneficial for institutions. A plausible pathway is the establishment of innovation 
laboratories or teaching and learning centres, which will provide spaces for experimentation and 
continuous improvement in technology-enhanced learning designs (Ally & Wark, 2020). 
Collaborative environments are critical in fostering knowledge transfer between academia, 
industry and policy. 
 
Capacity building 
The relevance of capacity-building in an innovation is obvious. Therefore, human capacity is a key 
enabler of digital transformation. Teachers, instructional designers and administrators will need 
ongoing professional development programmes to effectively use emerging educational 
technologies and innovative pedagogies (Kirkwood & Price, 2014). Certification opportunities in 
areas such as AI education, AR/VR integration and learning analytics can further equip educators 
with specialised skills to effectively integrate technology into their teaching practices. 
 
Pilot and scale approach 
Best practice recommends that before the large-scale deployment of any innovation, it is first 
piloted. Therefore, institutions are encouraged to adopt a pilot-scale implementation model. This 
could be achieved by testing small-scale pilot projects, collecting feedback from learners and 
educators and using data-driven insights to refine implementation models (Anderson & Dron, 
2020). Thereafter, successful models can be scaled across departments or institutions, accompanied 
by documentation of best practices to guide continuous improvement. 
 
Addressing Challenges to Innovative Technologies Adoption 
 
According to the literature, responsible innovation emphasises balancing technological 
advancement with equity, inclusion and ethical accountability. It involves aligning innovation 
processes with societal values and ensuring responsiveness to social needs (Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development, 2023; Stilgoe et al., 2013). The potential of emerging 
innovative technologies is enormous. Institutions are encouraged to address barriers that could 
impede their exploration (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2023). 
Possible barriers to the adoption of innovative technologies include the following: 
 

• cost and access to AR/VR equipment and AI solutions 
• faculty resistance due to unfamiliarity or workload concerns 
• infrastructure limitations, particularly in low-resource contexts 
• ethical and legal concerns over data use and AI decision-making 
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Institutions could adopt several measures to overcome the barriers, for example: 
 

• adopting open-source tools where feasible 
• partnering with educational technology companies or donor agencies 
• embedding ethical principles in digital learning policy frameworks 

 
A well-planned approach that aligns pedagogical goals, institutional readiness and ethical 
frameworks can support the effective integration of AI, AR/VR, and data analytics in ODL. The key 
enabling factors identified are leadership commitment, sustained faculty capacity building, 
interdisciplinary collaboration and learner-centred design. For institutions in the Global South, 
including many of those in Commonwealth contexts, however, opportunities are often constrained 
by limited infrastructure and funding, uneven connectivity and digital skills gaps that affect the pace 
and scale of technology adoption (Czerniewicz et al., 2020; Global Education Monitoring Report 
Team, 2023). 
 
Within such contexts, institutions willing to embrace context-sensitive and resource-aware 
approaches like prioritising scalable technologies and investing in digital capacity wealth, while 
providing ethical safeguards will be better placed to seize the potential of emerging technologies 
for transformative learning. With careful implementation, AI, AR/VR and data analytics can also 
boost learner engagement, enable personalised learning journeys and foster data-driven decision-
making. When adapted to local contexts, these innovations help foster more accessible, equitable 
and future-ready ODL systems across diverse educational ecosystems. 
 
Using Digital Tools for Research Dissemination and Collaboration 
 
As digital technologies reshape knowledge production, the critical issue for ODL institutions is no 
longer the availability of tools, but the development of intentional dissemination strategies that 
maximise the reach, accessibility and impact of research. Contemporary scholarship emphasises a 
shift from traditional, linear dissemination models towards open, networked and participatory 
approaches that engage diverse audiences across disciplines and geographical contexts (Anderson, 
2023; Hashim et al., 2022). 
 
In this context, ODL institutions need to implement strategic dissemination frameworks that favour 
open access publishing, knowledge translation, stakeholder engagement and multi-format 
communication (e.g., policy briefs, practitioner guides, multimedia outputs), rather than relying on 
just academic journals and conferences. Effective dissemination also requires audience mapping, 
timing of outputs and alignment with institutional research agendas and policy priorities to ensure 
relevance and uptake. By embedding dissemination planning into the research lifecycle from design 
to post-publication engagement, institutions can enhance visibility, foster collaboration and 
increase societal and educational impact of their research. Thus, these strategy-informed 
approaches situate ODL research as not just knowledge production but an active instrument for 
policy influence, professional practice and system-wide innovation (Veletsianos & Kimmons, 2016). 
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The Role of Digital Tools in ODL Research 
 
The role of digital tools in ODL research cannot be underestimated in terms of their ability to enable 
continuous communication, peer feedback, co-authoring and global sharing of research. They break 
down geographical barriers, make it possible for people to speak more than one language and 
support the principles of open science (Peters et al., 2020). In the dynamic context of ODL, where 
collaboration occurs synchronously and asynchronously, these tools provide virtual environments 
for researchers to co-develop ideas, co-write papers, analyse data collectively and share outcomes 
with a broader audience (Anderson & Dron, 2020). Similarly, digital dissemination facilitates 
learning analytics and online pedagogy outcomes to reach policymakers and practitioners faster, 
thus enabling them to make timely decisions on policy and practice (Siemens & Tittenberger, 2009). 
 
Various Digital Tools for Research Dissemination and Collaboration 
 
Digital research collaboration platforms 
Through online collaboration platforms, research teams are able to co-create documents, manage 
projects and conduct meetings virtually. Such platforms are indispensable for distributed research 
teams in the field of ODL. Here are a few digital research collaboration platforms that institutions 
can embrace to facilitate research collaboration: 
 

• Google Workspace (Docs, Sheets, Drive) and Microsoft 365 (Word Online, Teams) enable 
real-time collaborative writing, version control and data sharing. 

• Trello, Asana and Notion provide project management support for multi-institutional 
studies. 

• Mendeley, Zotero and EndNote Web integrate citation management with group libraries for 
collaborative referencing (Ng et al., 2023). 

• Slack and Microsoft Teams facilitate synchronous and asynchronous communication among 
dispersed teams, fostering continuity in project co-ordination (Anderson, 2008). 

 
These tools are critical for ODL researchers who want to organise virtual research hubs where 
document sharing, discussions and task tracking occur seamlessly. 
 
Open access repositories and institutional archives 
Another tool that facilitates ODL research dissemination and visibility to a global audience is 
generally referred to as open access repositories. These repositories support the principle of open 
knowledge for inclusive education: 
 

• Institutional repositories such as those at the Open University in the United Kingdom, 
Athabasca University or the University of South Africa host theses, articles and multimedia 
resources for public access (Hashim et al., 2022). 

• Subject-based repositories such as ERIC, arXiv and ResearchGate allow researchers to self-
archive and promote their publications. 

• Zenodo, which is backed by CERN and the European Commission, allows researchers to 
share data sets, conference presentations and policy briefs with DOIs for citation (Ally & 
Wark, 2020). 
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These repositories align with the principles of findable, accessible, interoperable and reusable. 
Thus, they effectively foster transparency, discoverability and reusability in ODL research, as noted 
by Wilkinson et al. (2016). 
 
Social media and academic networking tools 
Social media platforms are highly noted for their large followership; they constitute a powerful tool 
for research dissemination. These platforms connect researchers beyond institutional or national 
borders. Some of them are highly used by scholars, for example: 
 

• ResearchGate, Academia.edu and ORCID facilitate researcher identity management, 
networking and the sharing of preprints. 

• LinkedIn supports professional visibility, connecting ODL scholars with funding agencies 
and collaborators. 

• X (formerly Twitter) and YouTube allow scholars to promote publications, webinars and 
video abstracts that summarise key research insights (Manca, 2020). 

 
These platforms have the potential to increase the altmetric impact of research, measured through 
mentions, shares and public engagement, which complement traditional citation metrics (González 
et al., 2025). Moreover, ODL researchers view social media as a dynamic channel for promoting 
community dialogue around research findings. 
 
Digital conferencing and webinar tools 
Researchers in remote settings have benefited from virtual conferencing tools that are generally 
perceived in the scholarly community as having democratised access to academic discourse. Most 
scholars and institutions have created accounts with some of the popular social media tools, such 
as the following: 
 

• Zoom, Google Meet and Microsoft Teams allow them to host virtual conferences, research 
seminars and global symposia without geographical constraints. 

• Hopin and Whova offer them the opportunity to integrate live presentation, chat and 
networking features for virtual academic engagement (Bozkurt et al., 2020). 

 
ODL institutions are encouraged to make use of these tools to create global research communities 
whereby findings can be presented, debated, and improved through diverse feedback mechanisms. 
 
Collaborative data collection and analysis tools 
Given the advancements in technological transformation, modern research increasingly involves 
collaborative data handling and analytics. Some of the commonly used tools include the following: 
 

• Google Forms, Qualtrics and SurveyMonkey are highly rated for facilitating distributed data 
collection. 

• NVivo Cloud, ATLAS.ti Web and SPSS Online enable teams to code, analyse and interpret 
qualitative and quantitative data collaboratively and within a short timeframe. 
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• RStudio Cloud and Google Colab support shared coding environments for data analytics and 
machine learning applications (Ng et al., 2023). 

 
In ODL settings, these tools enhance transparency, reproducibility and shared learning among 
research partners. 
 
Digital publishing and visualisation tools 
Research findings play a major role in determining the visibility, credibility and impact of such work 
within ODL. The growing availability of digital technologies has enabled researchers to move 
beyond traditional, text-based dissemination towards more dynamic formats that incorporate 
multimedia elements and interactive features. This transition enhances the accessibility and 
visibility of research, allowing it to reach more diverse and non-specialist audiences. However, this 
evolution also introduces critical challenges related to quality assurance and the integrity of 
scholarly communication. Conventional academic publishing relies on well-established, formal peer 
review processes to ensure methodological rigour and credibility. In contrast, many digital 
dissemination platforms adopt more flexible models, such as open peer review or post-publication 
evaluation. As a result, higher education institutions must develop and enforce clear frameworks 
and standards to ensure the validation, credibility and ethical dissemination of research outputs in 
these emerging digital environments (Tennant et al., 2019; UNESCO, 2021). 
 
Digital publishing tools such as interactive reporting platforms, blogs and data visualisation offer 
opportunities to translate research into engaging, practitioner-oriented outputs. However, their 
effectiveness is underpinned by quality assurance mechanisms, including editorial review, 
transparency of methodology and robust citation practices. Furthermore, digital dissemination 
widens availability, but it also introduces challenges related to information overload, variable 
quality and the need for digital literacy among users to critically interpret findings. When 
strategically managed, these tools have the potential to significantly enhance the reach and usability 
of research while maintaining scholarly integrity, thereby strengthening the relevance of ODL 
research for educators, policymakers and wider communities (Anderson & Dron 2020; Veletsianos 
& Kimmons 2016). 
 
Benefits of Digital Tools for ODL Research Collaboration 
 
Accessibility and inclusivity 
Owing to the flexibility in some emerging technologies, some digital tools make it possible for 
researchers from across the globe, including those in resource-constrained contexts, to collaborate 
effectively. Such tools bridge geographical divides and promote inclusivity in knowledge creation 
(Bozkurt et al., 2020). 
 
Cost-effectiveness 
One of the many benefits of emerging technologies in education is the use of online collaboration in 
eliminating travel and logistics costs. This allows institutions to allocate funds to research quality 
and capacity building instead (Hashim et al., 2022). 
 
Increased research visibility and impact 
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Previously, publishing was very costly, but with the emergence of open access platforms, publishing 
and sharing through social media has greatly enhanced the visibility, citation potential and policy 
uptake of research findings (González et al., 2025). 
 
Enhanced knowledge co-creation 
The shift from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0 was a major leap, offering researchers the opportunity to explore 
the potential of the collaborative digital tool to support collective problem-solving and cross-
disciplinary learning. This has significantly contributed to leading innovative approaches in ODL 
(Peters et al., 2020). 
 
Challenges and Considerations 
 
Innovations often come with benefits and challenges. Despite the numerous benefits discussed 
above, the use of digital tools in ODL research faces certain challenges. These include the following: 
 

• Digital divide: This challenge requires institutions to ensure equitable access to devices and 
reliable Internet so that participation is not limited (Anderson, 2008). 

• Data security and ethics: These challenge institutions to ensure compliance with research 
ethics and data protection standards. 

• Digital literacy gaps: Some researchers may lack the skills to fully leverage advanced digital 
tools, which may limit their participation in the digital transformation (Ng et al., 2023). 

• Sustainability: Subscription-based tools require financial commitment and institutional 
support, which some institutions might not be able to afford. 

 
Overcoming these challenges requires institutions to embark on rigorous capacity building, 
effective institutional policy frameworks and collaborative funding mechanisms to sustain digital 
transformation in research dissemination. 
 
Strategic Recommendations 
 
Based on all that has been discussed in this section, institutions are encouraged to: 
 

• develop institutional policies on digital scholarship, data sharing and ethical collaboration 
• train faculty and postgraduate learners on the use of digital tools for publishing, 

collaboration and analytics 
• promote open-access publication as part of institutional quality assurance frameworks in 

ODL 
• establish digital research hubs and repositories to support resource sharing and global 

partnerships 
• encourage interdisciplinary projects linking education, information and communication 

technologies and cognitive sciences for innovation in digital research practices 
 
As discussed in this section, mainstreaming digital tools in research dissemination and 
collaboration is critical in reshaping the ODL landscape. Beyond convenience, these tools have the 
potential to enhance equity, visibility and global connectivity in knowledge creation. Embracing 
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these technologies is paramount for ODL institutions in their pursuit to cultivate a culture of open 
scholarship, digital competence and collaborative innovation that aligns with the broader aims of 
the United Nations' (2015) Sustainable Development Goal 4 (Quality Education) and Sustainable 
Development Goal 9 (Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure). 
 
Chapter Summary 
 
This chapter, “Research, Innovation and Technological Integration”, discussed a strategic overview 
of how institutions can strengthen the research and innovation ecosystem within ODL. The chapter 
outlined practical approaches for institutions to foster a dedicated research agenda that focuses on 
ODL methodologies, tools, and outcomes. The chapter also underscored the significance of 
interdisciplinary collaboration in tackling intricate educational challenges within digital 
environments. The chapter also explained how innovation can be promoted through the integration 
of emerging technologies such as AI, augmented and virtual reality, and data analytics. The chapter 
highlighted the importance of these innovative technologies in enhancing learner engagement, 
personalisation and institutional decision-making. Finally, several digital tools for collaborative 
research, knowledge sharing and broad dissemination of findings were presented with clear 
explanations of where each tool is applicable. These insights provide a comprehensive guide for 
leveraging research and technology to advance the quality, reach and impact of ODL in higher 
education. 
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Chapter 7: Business Models for Sustainable ODL Implementation 
 
Introduction 
 
As higher education institutions (HEIs) increasingly develop interest in open and distance learning 
(ODL) as a cost-effective and flexible model of learning, there is a need to adopt innovative, 
sustainable and context-appropriate business models to ensure quality, scalability, and long-term 
viability. This chapter, titled “Business Models for Sustainable ODL Implementation”, explores 
factors that support effective ODL delivery. Various business models used to deliver and scale ODL 
in HEIs are discussed, with emphasis on their strengths, limitations and suitability for different 
contexts. Based on this, the chapter highlights cost-effective strategies for programme development, 
marketing and learner support as key areas that influence sustainability and successful learning 
outcomes. Moreover, diversified revenue generation models, such as tuition-based approaches, 
micro-credentials and content licensing, are presented to strengthen institutional resilience and 
guide institutions in making the right decisions. The chapter wraps up by assessing the viability of 
blended, hybrid and fully online delivery models, offering insights to guide evidence-based decision-
making and strategic planning. These elements are critical and provide a practical pathway for 
institutions seeking to implement ODL sustainably and at scale. 
 
Different Business Models for Delivering and Scaling ODL in HEIs 
 
The proliferation of ODL in HEIs requires not only pedagogical innovation but also sustainable and 
scalable business models. In the context of ODL, a business model defines how an institution creates, 
delivers and captures value through digital and distance learning. It outlines how institutions 
organise resources, technologies and partnerships to develop online learning content, deliver it 
through digital platforms and sustain operations through mechanisms such as tuition, certifications 
or public funding (Parida et al., 2019; Rafi & Abdullah, 2024; Teece, 2017). Business models may 
vary according to institutional context; however, each of them must consider financial viability, 
academic quality, learner support and long-term sustainability. Additionally, the business model 
must align with institutional missions, leverage technology efficiently and respond to the needs of 
diverse learners and stakeholders, particularly as these groups seek to increase access, quality and 
affordability (Bates, 2015; UNESCO, 2020). This section discusses some of the business models for 
delivering and scaling ODL in HEIs, highlighting their strengths, limitations and suitability. 
 
The Traditional Publicly Funded ODL Model 
 
The traditional publicly funded ODL model is one in which the major source of financial support 
comes from government allocations, grants or subsidies. Under this model, learners are required to 
pay little or no tuition fees, making education more financially accessible. The primary focus of this 
approach is to support national development priorities by expanding educational opportunities to 
a wider population, particularly underserved and marginalised groups. As a result, principles such 
as equity, inclusion and public service are central to its operation. Prominent examples of higher 
education institutions that implement this model include the Indira Gandhi National Open 
University and the University of South Africa, both of which prioritise broad access and social equity 
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over profit generation (Bates, 2015; Tait, 2008). The traditional publicly funded ODL business 
model has both strengths and limitations: 
 

• Strengths: The strength of the model lies in its ability to promote mass access and 
educational equity. This model has stable funding, which enables long-term planning. 

• Limitations: The limitation lies in the fact that the budget constraints may limit innovation 
and scalability. Additionally, bureaucratic processes can hinder the model's ability to 
respond quickly to market demands. Public ODL systems significantly expand equitable 
access to higher education but often face bureaucratic constraints. Public ODL systems are 
effective in democratising access to higher education but often struggle with slow innovation 
and responsiveness to changing market demands. This limits their adaptability and long-
term sustainability (Arinto, 2024; Brilhante & Romero, 2025; Ghoulam, 2025). 

 
Tuition-Funded or Cost-Recovery Model 
 
Tuition-funded or cost-recovery models in ODL require a careful balance between affordability, 
access and academic quality (Latchem, 2016). This model is closely reflected in many contemporary 
digital learning ecosystems and particularly on the main massive open online course  (MOOC) 
platforms, where core content is generally provided free of charge with revenue derived from paid 
certificates, premium services and degree pathways. Evidence suggests that, even for popular 
MOOCs, completion rates are still low, averaging only about 10% or lower. This raises concerns 
about learner engagement, retention and the effectiveness of purely open access models (Jordan, 
2015; Reich & Ruipérez-Valiente, 2019). 
 
Moreover, the sustainability of such models is widely debated, especially because many large-scale 
platforms are funded by risk capital, creating pressures to provide financial returns and long-term 
viability (Shah, 2021). This creates an inherent tension between openness and monetisation. Whilst 
MOOCs are promoted as means of widening access, increasing reliance on paid credentials and 
subscription models may limit participation for disadvantaged learners. 
 
Consequently, while cost-recovery approaches may value scalability and encourage innovation as 
well as reinvestment in technology-enhanced learning, there is also a risk that they will further 
embed inequalities and incentivise market-driven priorities within institutions. Sustainable ODL 
models therefore require hybrid approaches that combine revenue generation with strong 
commitments to equity, quality assurance and inclusive access (Reich & Ruipérez-Valiente, 2019; 
Shah, 2021). 
 
Freemium and Open Access Models 
 
The freemium and open access models, as their names entail, prioritise expanding access rather 
than immediate monetisation. Freemium platforms provide basic services for free while generating 
revenue through premium features, whereas open access publishing makes scholarly content freely 
available and sustains operations through alternative funding mechanisms such as article 
processing charges or institutional support (Mellins-Cohen, 2024; Tyrväinen & Karjaluoto, 2024). 
In these models, content such as MOOCs and open educational resources (OER) is provided free of 
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charge. The sustainability of MOOC platforms is largely driven by revenue generated through 
premium services such as paid certifications, tutoring and access to additional learning materials. 
Platforms such as Coursera, edX and FutureLearn operate on hybrid business models that combine 
free access with paid value-added services. These platforms also generate income through strategic 
partnerships with universities and educational technology companies, ensuring scalability and 
long-term viability (Hollands & Tirthali, 2014; Liyanagunawardena et al., 2013). The freemium and 
open access models have strengths and limitations: 
 

• Strengths: The model is scalable and accessible to global audiences. It encourages lifelong 
learning and skills upgrading. 

• Limitations: This business model has high dropout rates and low completion rates. 
Moreover, the revenue largely depends on paid services. 

 
Public-Private Partnership Model 
 
The public-private partnership (PPP) model has the potential to drive innovation and scale. 
However, these can be achieved if there is a clear governance structure and stakeholders share the 
same value (World Bank, 2018). The PPP model is often characterised by collaborative ventures 
between universities and private educational technology firms. In such arrangements, private 
partners may provide instructional design, technology infrastructure, marketing, recruitment and 
student support services, while universities retain responsibility for accreditation, academic 
oversight and institutional reputation (Hamilton et al., 2024; Sun et al., 2024). Notable examples 
include Arizona State University’s partnership with edX to expand access to online courses and 
credit-bearing pathways (edX, 2015). The PPP model has its own strengths and limitations: 
 

• Strengths: This model combines academic credibility with technological agility, which 
enables rapid scaling and access to new markets. 

• Limitations: In the PPP model, conflicts over intellectual property and academic control are 
frequent. Another weakness is overdependency on commercial partners for delivery 
infrastructure. 

 
Cross-Subsidisation Model 
 
According to Bates (2015), the cross-subsidisation model can support pilot programmes, but it may 
not provide a long-term strategy for ODL sustainability. In this model, revenue from high-demand 
programmes or full-time learners is the only source of funding for ODL programmes. In the event 
where the institution runs both face-to-face programmes, the funds collected from face-to-face or 
international learner fees are used to fund online offerings. Typically, traditional universities 
expanding into ODL without separate cost-recovery mechanisms make use of this business model. 
Some of the strengths and limitations in the cross-subsidisation model are outlined below: 
 

• Strengths: Traditional institutions wishing to transition to ODL can explore the cross-
subsidisation model to experiment and gradually scale up. The model reduces financial 
pressure on new ODL programmes. 
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• Limitations: In this model, sustainability largely depends on external income streams. This 
may create internal tensions over resource allocation. 

 
Social Enterprise and Grant-Funded Models 
 
The Commonwealth of Learning (COL, 2015) upholds that the social enterprise and grant-funded 
models support equity in education. However, it emphasises that these models must be strategically 
aligned with institutional structures or complemented by alternative revenue streams to ensure 
long-term sustainability. These models primarily aim to expand educational access for underserved 
and marginalised populations by leveraging philanthropic contributions, development grants and 
donor funding. They are commonly implemented by non-governmental organisations, open 
universities and collaborative consortia that prioritise social inclusion and capacity building over 
profit-driven objectives. In practice, initiatives supported by multilateral donors — such as those 
associated with COL and the African Virtual University — demonstrate the effectiveness of such 
approaches in widening participation in higher education across low-resource contexts (Azzolina 
et al., 2025; Czerniewicz & Carvalho, 2022; Ndebele et al., 2023). While the models appear effective, 
they have their own strengths and limitations: 
 

• Strengths: The models are useful for targeting marginalised groups because they emphasise 
community development and social impact. 

• Limitations: In these models, financial sustainability is uncertain without continuous 
funding. This can constrain scaling and long-term planning. 

 
Hybrid and Institutional Blended Models 
 
Hybrid and institutional blended models combine aspects of public funding, tuition-based access, 
freemium provision and public-private partnerships into an integrated financing and service 
delivery ecosystem responsive to institutional contexts. Structured comparative views highlight 
three broad dimensions: (a) funding diversification (e.g., state subsidies, tuition fees, industry 
partnerships); (b) delivery flexibility (blended, online and open pathways); and (c) governance 
complexity in co-ordinating across academic, technological and commercial unit. Such models are 
indicative of the complex nature of digital education systems that need to develop adaptive and 
responsive management frameworks to sustain their effectiveness (International Commission on 
the Futures of Education, 2021; Jung & Latchem, 2012). 
 
Hybrid higher education ecosystems illustrate how publicly funded programmes can be 
complemented by tuition-based degrees and strategic platform partnerships, enabling institutions 
to expand access while diversifying revenue streams and enhancing long-term sustainability 
(Raymond, 2024). Such ecosystems are typically supported by multi-layered governance models, 
consisting of central digital learning units, academic faculties and external advisory or industry 
boards that collectively ensure alignment between institutional mission, market demands and 
quality assurance processes. 
 
Hybrid models offer opportunities for flexibility, scalability and diversified revenue streams but also 
co-ordination challenges, accountability and strategic coherence. In the absence of strong 
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governance structures and well-defined policy frameworks, there is a risk of fragmentation or 
mission drift. As a result, ODL systems that are sustainable in the long term depend on integrated 
governance, transparent decision-making and continuous evaluation mechanisms that balance 
innovation, financial sustainability and equitable access (Jung & Latchem, 2012; Zawacki-Richter & 
Qayyum, 2019). 
 
Criteria for Evaluating ODL Business Models 
 
Having examined various ODL business models, institutions require a structured, evidence-based 
framework to evaluate their suitability. Effective decision-making in ODL must balance financial 
sustainability, educational equity and alignment with institutional mission, while using measurable 
indicators to guide choices (Jung & Latchem, 2012). Table 7.1 presents an analytical checklist with 
weighted criteria, enabling institutions to compare models systematically and apply decision logic 
to real-world contexts. 
 
Table 7.1: Analytical framework for evaluating ODL business models 

Criterion Key indicators 
(measurable) 

Weight 
(%) 

Scoring guide (1–5) Decision logic 

Financial viability Cost-recovery ratio; revenue 
diversification index; ROI 
(%) 

25 1 = unsustainable; 5 
= highly sustainable 

Must score ≥3.5 to 
ensure long-term 
viability 

Educational equity 
& access 

% low-income enrolment; 
gender parity index; 
accessibility compliance rate 

20 1 = exclusionary; 5 = 
highly inclusive 

Minimum threshold 
≥3 to avoid inequity 

Quality assurance Accreditation status; 
completion rates; learner 
satisfaction scores 

15 1 = weak system; 5 = 
strong system 

Weighted with equity 
to ensure balance 

Scalability & 
flexibility 

Enrolment growth rate; 
modular offerings; % online 
delivery 

15 1 = rigid; 5 = highly 
scalable 

High scores favour 
hybrid & freemium 
models 

Technological 
sustainability 

Cost of infrastructure per 
learner; uptime (%); 
bandwidth adaptability 

10 1 = fragile; 5 = 
resilient 

Must align with local 
infrastructure 
realities 

Labour market 
relevance 

Graduate employment rate; 
employer satisfaction index 

10 1 = low relevance; 5 
= high alignment 

Critical for 
employability-
focused ODL 

Governance & 
management 
capacity 

Policy clarity; decision 
turnaround time; 
stakeholder engagement 
index 

5 1 = weak 
governance; 5 = 
strong governance 

Ensures model 
sustainability 

Note: ROI = return on investment. 
 
The table helps institutions: 
 

• compare different ODL business models objectively 
• balance financial sustainability, equity and quality 
• make evidence-based decisions using measurable indicators 
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Key Elements 
 
As observed, the table is structured such that each row contains five key elements: criterion, key 
indicators (measurable), weight (%), scoring guide (1–5) and decision logic. 
 
Criterion 
These are the major evaluation dimensions: 
 

• Financial viability 
• Equity & access 
• Quality assurance 
• Scalability & flexibility 
• Technological sustainability 
• Labour market relevance 
• Governance 

 
These reflect the core pillars of a successful ODL system. 
 
Key indicators (measurable) 
Each criterion is linked to specific metrics, for example: 
 

• financial viability → ROI, cost-recovery ratio 
• equity → gender parity, low-income enrolment 
• quality → completion rates, satisfaction 

 
These indicators make the evaluation objective and data driven. 
 
Weight (%) 
Each criterion is assigned a relative importance: 
 

• financial viability (25%) → most important 
• equity (20%) → second priority 
• others vary from 5%–15% 

 
The weights ensure that critical factors influence the final decision more strongly. 
 
Scoring guide (1–5) 
Each criterion is scored on a scale of 1 to 5: 
 

• 1 = very weak performance 
• 5 = excellent performance 

 
This standardises evaluation across all criteria. 
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Decision logic 
Each criterion has a minimum acceptable threshold, for example: 
 

• Financial viability must be ≥ 3.5. 
• Equity must be ≥ 3. 

This prevents adoption of models that fail in critical areas. 
 
Table 7.2 shows how the framework is practically applied using a real-world scenario. In this 
situation, a dual-mode public university in Sub-Saharan Africa is taken as an illustrative example. 
 
Table 7.2: Illustrative application (Case: Dual-mode public university in Sub-Saharan Africa) 

Criterion Score (1–5) Weighted score 
Financial viability 3 0.75 
Equity & access 4 0.80 
Quality assurance 3 0.45 
Scalability & flexibility 4 0.60 
Technological sustainability 2 0.20 
Labour market relevance 3 0.30 
Governance & management capacity 3 0.15 
Total 

 
3.25 (Moderately suitable) 

 
The table translates the theoretical framework into: 
 

• actual scores (1–5) 
• computed weighted scores 
• a final decision outcome 

 
How the Values are Obtained 
 
Each row includes a score (1–5) as well as a weighted score. 
 
Score (1–5) 
Example: 
 

• financial viability = 3 
• equity & access = 4 
• technological sustainability = 2 

 
These reflect the institution’s current performance. 
 
Weighted score 
This is calculated as: 
[ \text{Weighted score} = \text{Score} \times \text{Weight} ] 
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Example: 
• financial viability: (3 \times 0.25 = 0.75) 
• equity & access: 

(4 \times 0.20 = 0.80) 
• technological sustainability: 

(2 \times 0.10 = 0.20) 
 
This converts raw scores into proportional contributions. 
 
Interpretation of results 

• strong areas: 
o equity & access (0.80) 
o scalability & flexibility (0.60) 

• weak area: 
o technological sustainability (0.20) 

 
This highlights where improvement is needed. 
 
Decision Rule (Composite Score) 
 
Total score = Σ (Score × Weight) 
 

• ≥ 4.0 → highly suitable model 
• 3.0 – 3.9 → moderately suitable (requires optimisation) 
• < 3.0 → unsuitable without major restructuring 

 
From the formula: [ \text{Total Score} = \sum (\text{Score} \times \text{Weight}) ] 
 
What the Formula Means 
 

• Multiply each criterion score by its weight. 
• Add all weighted scores together. 

 
This produces a single composite score. 
 
Interpretation 
 
The hybrid model is viable but requires improvement in technological infrastructure and quality 
assurance mechanisms before scaling. This analytical framework supports data-driven decision-
making, allowing institutions to compare ODL models systematically while aligning choices with 
contextual realities and strategic priorities. It also reinforces the principle that no single model is 
universally optimal; rather, effectiveness depends on context-sensitive adaptation and continuous 
evaluation (Jung & Latchem, 2012; Zawacki-Richter & Qayyum, 2019). 
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The successful delivery and scaling of ODL in HEIs requires robust, context-sensitive business 
models that support access, quality and sustainability. A careful analysis of the different business 
models herein presented provides the base for institutions to determine what is most appropriate 
in helping them meet their goals. In the midst of these, strategic planning, continuous evaluation 
and adaptive leadership are essential to ensure that chosen models remain relevant and resilient in 
a thriving educational landscape. 
 
Cost-Effective Strategies for Programme Development, Marketing and Learner 
Support in ODL 
 
Operational strategies that are financially viable, scalable, and learner-centred are the key factors 
underpinning the sustainability and impact of ODL institutions. ODL programmes provide a 
pathway for institutions to meet the needs and serve large, geographically dispersed learner 
populations through flexible digital delivery (Das, 2025; Ghoulam, 2025). Therefore, it is imperative 
that institutions explore cost-effective approaches in programme development, marketing and 
learner support. Ensuring that these strategies strike a balance between minimising cost and 
maximising access, quality and learner success is also of great importance. This section discusses 
cost-effective strategies that institutions can embrace to leverage programme development, 
marketing, and learner support in ODL. 
 
Cost-Effective Strategies for Programme Development 
 
The development of high-quality ODL programmes that take into consideration curriculum design, 
content production, instructional technologies and quality assurance, need a significant investment. 
Recent approaches highlight cost modelling frameworks that comprise development cost, lifecycle 
costs of digital infrastructure including platform licensing, maintenance and upgrades, as well as 
staff training. Cost–benefit and ROI analyses are increasingly used to assess whether investments 
in digital learning leads to sustainable educational and financial outcomes (Global Education 
Monitoring Report Team, 2023; Jung & Latchem, 2012). 
 
Use of OER 
OER have gained widespread acceptance as cost-saving measures, helping to prevent duplication of 
content and inspire institutions to share resources (UNESCO, 2019). However, while OER can 
reduce initial content development costs, institutions must factor in hidden costs regarding 
adaptation, localisation, instructional redesign and quality assurance (UNESCO & COL, 2015). These 
include aligning content to curriculum standards, contextualising materials to local cultures and 
languages and ensuring accessibility compliance. In addition, institutions are also held responsible 
for meeting intellectual property and licensing requirements especially when adopting Creative 
Commons licensed materials to allow their legal and ethical reuse (Wiley & Hilton, 2018). Rigorous 
quality control measures including peer review of adapted material, audits for alignment with 
learning outcomes and validation by experts in the field are essential to uphold academic integrity. 
 
Collaborative curriculum development 
Inter-institutional collaboration continues to be a low-cost option based on shared investment, risk 
distribution and economies of scale. Collaborative models leveraging consortium approaches such 
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as the African Virtual University model where multiple institutions develop and deliver 
programmes together, reduce redundancy and maximising resource efficiencies (Ghoulam, 2025). 
From a cost-modelling perspective, these partnerships improve ROI by distributing fixed costs (e.g., 
platform development, content production) across several partners while expanding reach and 
enrolment potential (Zawacki-Richter & Qayyum, 2019). 
 
Modular course design 

Modular design enables more cost-efficient content by allowing existing learning objects to be 
reused across programmes, minimising redundancy and accelerating course development. It is also 
adapted to stackable credential systems that enable maximum return on investment in content over 
time by institutions. Importantly, modularity contributes to lifecycle cost reduction, by simplifying 
updates and revisions without requiring full programme redesign (Bates, 2015). 

Instructional design templates and standardisation 
Using standardised instructional design templates improves efficiency, consistency and scalability 
in course production. From a lifecycle perspective, standardisation minimises long-term 
maintenance costs by facilitating easier updates, version control and quality monitoring. It also aids 
institutional quality assurance processes by ascertaining that all courses adhere to established 
pedagogical and technical requirements. 
 
Overall, cost-effective ODL programme development requires a holistic financial perspective that 
integrates upfront investment, lifecycle costs, hidden adaptation expenses, and long-term ROI. 
When combined with strong quality assurance, intellectual property compliance and contextual 
localisation strategies, these approaches enable institutions to achieve sustainable, scalable and 
high-quality digital learning systems. 
 
Cost-Effective Strategies for Marketing and Learner Recruitment 
 
ODL marketing needs to target a wide audience. The proliferation of various technologies has made 
marketing cost-effective. Marketing strategies combine digital tools, data analytics and community-
based outreach. Some of the most effective strategies are discussed here. 
 
Digital and social media marketing 
“Digital marketing offers a high return on investment by enabling targeted, measurable, and scalable 
outreach” (Kotler & Keller, 2016, p. 483). Several platforms can be used (e.g., Facebook, LinkedIn, 
Twitter and YouTube) for low-cost targeted campaigns. Institutions with limited budgets can run 
geo-targeted adverts tailored to specific learner segments, such as working professionals and youth 
in rural communities. 
 
Content marketing and search engine optimisation 
In the digital era, content marketing and search engine optimisation entail publishing blogs, videos 
and testimonials to highlight learner success stories and institutional impact. Moreover, it is 
important to optimise institutional websites and course pages for search engines to enhance 
visibility. This strategy has a significant impact because increasingly most people are beginning to 
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understand that there is a physical and a cyber world, and living in the cyber world is easier because 
you can access content anytime and anywhere. 
 
Alumni and word-of-mouth promotion 
Alumni and word-of-mouth promotion is among the most cost-effective strategies for marketing 
and recruiting learners. Many institutions, such as the National Open University of Nigeria (2021), 
use alumni networks and radio broadcasts to raise awareness in underserved areas. In order for 
institutions to reap the best out of this approach, they should empower alumni as brand 
ambassadors, by implementing referral programmes that motivate current learners and graduates 
to recruit others. 
 
Strategic partnerships 
“Leveraging partnerships for recruitment broadens reach and builds institutional credibility in 
communities” (Latchem, 2016, p. 102). On this basis, institutions are encouraged to collaborate with 
employers, government agencies, and non-governmental organisations to market programmes to 
their beneficiaries or staff. This strategy increases trust and reduces acquisition costs. 
 
Cost-Effective Strategies for Learner Support Services 
 
In ODL, learners are generally autonomous. However, they need substantial support to remain on 
the programme. Thus, learner support is generally perceived as the cornerstone of success in ODL. 
While it fits perfectly with all forms of ODL delivery, it can be resource-intensive if not carefully 
designed. To establish cost-effective models, institutions must ensure that they adequately engage 
learners towards retention and academic success. While there are many learner support strategies, 
a few of them that have proven successful are discussed here. 
 
Tiered support system 
Tiered support structures enable routine learner enquiries to be handled at lower levels while 
complex cases are escalated to specialists, thereby improving efficiency and reducing staff workload 
while maintaining service quality (Illa, 2025). This method requires institutions to implement 
multi-level support systems, combining automated tools, peer support mechanisms and 
professional advisors services. With the proliferation of artificial intelligence, first-level enquiries 
can be handled through chatbots and intelligent frequently asked questions, while more complex 
academic, technical or psychosocial issues are escalated to human experts. 
 
However, the deployment of artificial intelligence-based first-line support also raises important 
ethical considerations. These include the need to ensure data privacy, transparency in automated 
decision-making, avoidance of algorithmic bias and clarity on when human intervention is required. 
For this reason, institutions need to create transparent governance frameworks that will ensure 
that artificial intelligence complements rather than supplants human-centred support and 
maintains trust, accountability and inclusivity in ODL learner support systems. 
 
Use of learning analytics 
A cost-effective approach to strengthening learner support services is the use of learning analytics 
to identify students at risk and enable timely, targeted interventions. Predictive learning analytics, 
which leverages student data such as engagement patterns and academic performance, allows 
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institutions to proactively detect learners who may be at risk of failure or dropout and to design 
appropriate support strategies (Dai et al., 2025; Hlosta et al., 2022). Such data-driven approaches 
improve institutional decision-making and enhance student retention by directing support 
resources to those who need them most (Bird, 2023). For instance, institutions such as the Open 
University in the United Kingdom have adopted predictive analytics systems to monitor learner 
engagement and provide tailored interventions. While these approaches improve efficiency and 
personalisation, their implementation raises important ethical considerations. In particular, 
concerns related to data privacy, transparency and algorithmic bias must be carefully addressed to 
ensure fairness and responsible use of student data (Hlosta et al., 2022). 
 
Studies have shown that learning analytics systems utilise huge amounts of data related to learners, 
which raises concerns such as informed consent and transparency regarding data ownership and 
protection (Ifenthaler & Schumacher, 2016; Slade & Prinsloo, 2013). Also, predictive models may 
unintentionally perpetuate algorithmic bias, especially when trained on incomplete or historically 
biased data sets that may unfairly marginalise certain groups of learners (Holmes et al., 2022). Thus, 
institutions have to be equipped with comprehensive governance frameworks that not only ensure 
ethical use of data collected for predicting future behaviours but also fairness in algorithmic 
decision-making, and most importantly the provision of human oversight when an intervention 
process is required, thus balancing between efficiency gains with equity and accountability within 
ODL learner support systems. 
 
Peer tutoring and student mentors 
Peer mentoring can foster confidence, engagement and a sense of belonging in learners while 
serving as a cost-effective mechanism for monitoring and support to improve retention rates at HEIs 
(González-Ortiz-de-Zárate et al., 2025; Le et al., 2024). However, to ensure effectiveness in ODL 
contexts, institutions must establish quality control and structured training frameworks for peer 
mentors. These encompass well-defined roles for everyone as well as competency-based training in 
communication, academic support strategies and ethical boundaries along with continued 
supervision and ongoing performance monitoring (Colvin & Ashman, 2010). 
 
Institutions are therefore encouraged to recruit and train high-performing learners as peer 
mentors. This should take place within a formalised support system that includes orientation 
programmes, guidelines for engagement and feedback mechanisms to ensure consistency and 
quality of support. When properly managed, peer-led support not only reduces staff workload but 
also contributes to building sustainable learning communities, while maintaining academic 
standards and safeguarding learner well-being. 
 
Centralised and digital support platforms 
Centralised and digital support platforms are also cost-effective strategies for learner support 
services. This entails developing self-service portals, help desks and knowledge bases. These 
approaches allow learners to access help 24/7 without overreliance on human staff. 
 
Mobile and low-bandwidth solutions 
With the increasing availability of mobile and low-bandwidth solutions, learner support services 
become uninterrupted, especially in developing countries. Mobile-based learning support provides 
a practical, scalable and inclusive solution in low-resource settings, as widespread access to mobile 
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phones enables learners to access educational resources and participate in learning despite 
infrastructural limitations (Nechyporenko et al., 2024; Okai-Ugbaje et al., 2022). Institutions could 
explore the potential of mobile apps, SMS, WhatsApp or Unstructured Supplementary Service Data 
(USSD) to deliver support to learners with limited Internet access. USSD is a mobile communication 
technology that allows users to interact with a service provider’s system through short codes on a 
mobile phone, without requiring Internet access. 
 
From the discussions in this section, it is obvious that cost-effective strategies in ODL require 
institutions to be innovative, work in collaboration with stakeholders and continuously seek 
improvement. Digital tools, modular design, OER and scalable support systems are some of the 
strategies institutions can explore to reduce costs while enhancing quality and reach. Strategic 
partnerships and learner-centred support systems will further strengthen sustainability and 
effectiveness. Institutions that adopt this approach will strategically position themselves to deliver 
impactful, equitable and financially sustainable ODL programmes. 
 
Models for Revenue Generation in ODL: Tuition, Micro-Credentials and 
Licensing 
 
In an era where ODL is rapidly expanding to respond to the need for flexible, inclusive, and 
accessible education at a global level, institutions are challenged to source diverse and sustainable 
revenue mechanisms to maintain quality, scale operations and innovate continuously. According to 
Bates (2015) and the International Commission on the Futures of Education (2021), traditional 
campus-based models rely heavily on tuition or public subsidies to sustain operations. ODL 
institutions must drift from these to develop multi-stream revenue strategies that align with digital 
delivery, open access principles and lifelong learning needs. In such an approach, employers 
collaborate with institutions to offer custom micro-credentials for employee upskilling, generating 
revenue which is critical for the sustainability of ODL delivery; therefore, this section will focus on 
tuition-based models, micro-credentials, modular learning and content licensing and franchising 
agreements as key revenue generation models for ODL in higher education. 
 
Tuition-Based Revenue Models 
 
Similar to campus-based HEIs, tuition fees remain the most common source of revenue for many 
ODL institutions, especially those operating under cost-recovery or profit-driven models. 
 
Tiered tuition models 
Tiered tuition models allow ODL institutions to charge different fees for different learner groups 
(e.g., domestic and international students, or according to income level or delivery mode) to enable 
cost recovery and support cross-subsidisation of disadvantaged learners (Latchem, 2016). In public 
systems, these models must comply with regulatory fee caps and pricing controls that minimise 
flexibility but reinforces equity goals (Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2023). Compared 
to other models, subscription-based pricing offers more predictable revenue and flexible access, 
whereas per-credit systems provide clearer cost attribution but less stable income due to enrolment 
variability (Garrett et al., 2022). Thus, the effectiveness of tiered tuition depends on balancing policy 
constraints, revenue predictability and equitable access in ODL contexts. 



 129  

 
Subscription-based learning 
Subscription-based learning models support lifelong learning by providing continuous access to 
updated learning resources and encouraging sustained engagement with digital platforms (Bensafa, 
2026). In this model, learners pay a monthly or annual subscription fee for access to all available 
courses and resources, like LinkedIn Learning and Coursera Plus. The model encourages continuous 
learning and appeals to working professionals. 
 
Pay-per-course or credit 
Pay-per-course or credit is another form of revenue collection. In terms of best practices, the 
University of South Africa (2020) uses a per-module tuition model, which accommodates a large 
number of working learners enrolled in part-time study. This model enables learners to pay only 
for individual modules or courses rather than complete programmes. This approach supports 
flexible and modular progression, especially for part-time or adult learners. 
 
Revenue from Micro-Credentials and Short Learning Programmes 
 
As the needs of the industry continue to change, there is a growing demand for skills-focused, job-
relevant micro-credentials and short learning programmes. This has strategically become a 
significant opportunity for revenue generation. 
 
Stackable micro-credentials 
Micro-credentials are being increasingly framed as a low-barrier point of entry into higher 
education allowing learners to gain specific, competence-based certifications which can accumulate 
into larger qualifications (OECD, 2023). The model enables flexible enrolment and generates 
recurring streams of revenue as learners follow stackable pathways (such as through bulk 
enrolments sponsored by employers for workforce upskilling). 
 
The proliferation of micro-credentials raises significant accreditation and governance issues. 
Institutions need to ensure that micro-credentials have recognised quality standards and are 
formally integrated into qualifications frameworks. Governance issues around stackability, for 
example, defining what counts as credit, determining different pathways and how to ensure 
coherence across credentials, are vital in maintaining academic integrity (Oliver, 2019). There are 
also credit recognition risks (particularly where micro-credentials are not standardised or widely 
accepted across institutions and jurisdictions), which could risk limiting learner mobility and 
progression opportunities (Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2023). Thus, while micro-
credentials offer flexibility and financial sustainability, their long-term effectiveness depends on 
robust quality assurance, accreditation alignment and transparent recognition mechanisms that 
safeguard both institutional credibility and learner outcomes. 
 
Corporate training partnerships 
Employers collaborate with institutions to offer custom micro-credentials for employee upskilling, 
generating revenue through bulk enrolment contracts or training service agreements. Institutions 
can learn from COL, as it supports them in developing workforce-aligned micro-credentials 
targeting employability and digital skills (COL, 2021). This experience can encourage institutions to 
pursue this pathway for generating revenue. 



 130  

 
Freemium models with paid certification 
Freemium micro-credential models achieve a harmonious balance between open access and 
financial sustainability by offering courses freely while charging for verified certificates, digital 
badges, or premium services (Baker & Passmore, 2016; Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development, 2021). This “pay for certification” approach enables large-scale participation 
while generating revenue to support digital learning platforms. Moreover, the courses are offered 
for free, but learners pay for verified certificates, digital badges or premium support. As a model 
that is increasingly gaining ground, institutions use it to increase visibility while monetising 
certifications. 
 
Licensing, Franchising and Content Syndication 
 
Another way institutions can monetise intellectual property is by licensing and franchising. In this 
model, institutions share or sell their content and instructional models to external parties. There 
are several ways to approach this. 
 
Licensing content 
In the case of licensed course content, institutions can sell or franchise their curriculum, course 
materials and digital assets to partner universities, colleges or organisations as a means of scaling 
without incurring the complete cost of direct delivery (Bates, 2015). This model is particularly well 
suited for non-degree, technical, and professional learning programmes, which prioritise flexible, 
skills-oriented education over formal credentialing. It is widely implemented by institutions such 
as the Open University in the United Kingdom through initiatives like OpenLearn, which provide 
free, modular, and multimedia-rich learning resources to diverse global audiences. These initiatives 
often operate through a combination of open educational practices and strategic partnerships, 
enabling institutions to extend their reach beyond traditional degree programmes while supporting 
lifelong learning and workforce development (Ahmadfard, 2026; Czerniewicz & Carvalho, 2022). 
Furthermore, such models are especially effective in promoting informal and continuing education, 
as they allow learners to access high-quality content without the constraints of formal enrolment, 
thereby enhancing inclusivity and accessibility in digital learning ecosystems.  However, franchise 
and licensing arrangements need strong quality assurance monitoring systems for consistent 
output across delivery sites. Standardised curricula, partner accreditation processes, periodic 
audits, learner outcome tracking and institutional quality assurance alignment are an integral part 
of the process (Jung & Latchem, 2012). In the absence of such controls, there is a risk of variation in 
teaching quality, assessment standards and learner experience between partners. 
 
In addition, institutions must consider and address the risk of brand dilution (e.g., if delivery varies 
significantly or is poorly overseen in partner institutions, this can damage institutional reputation 
and trusted stakeholder engagement). Putting in place robust governance structures, contractual 
quality benchmarks and ongoing monitoring systems is critical to safeguarding brand integrity 
whilst expanding through licensing models (Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2023). 
Thus, as licensing enhances reach and revenue potential, its sustainability depends on balancing 
scalability and strict quality and brand management. 
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Franchise model 
In the franchise model, partner institutions deliver programmes under the branding and 
accreditation of the originating institution, typically paying franchise fees or royalties. The 
University of London provides a well-established example of this approach, operating a global 
network of recognised teaching centres that deliver its programmes while adhering to centrally 
developed curricula and quality assurance systems (University of London, 2022). This model 
reflects broader practices in transnational education, where institutions expand their global reach 
through partnerships while maintaining academic control and standards (Knight, 2016). The 
strength of this model lies in its ability to support international expansion without requiring 
substantial direct investment in physical infrastructure, while preserving institutional reputation 
and quality assurance mechanisms. 
 
White labelling and customisation services 
White labelling and customisation services are additional forms of revenue generation through 
which institutions develop white-labelled courses that third parties can rebrand and offer under 
their own names. Through this model, additional revenue can come from customisation services 
such as localisation materials, language translation and integration into a customised platform. 
 
Other Complementary Revenue Streams 
 
While tuition, micro-credentials and licensing are some of the primary strategies, institutions may 
further diversify sources of revenue collection by exploring alumni contributions and philanthropic 
grants targeting scholarship funds or digital innovation. Also, they may raise funds through 
consulting services, such as instructional design, online teaching, sponsored programmes or 
advertisements on institutional digital platforms. Hosting fees for using the institution's learning 
management system or virtual infrastructure can also generate revenue. 
 
Key Considerations for Revenue Strategy Design 
 
For the sustainability of the revenue collection model, institutions must align these with their 
mission and goals while maintaining affordability and equity, especially in low- and middle-income 
countries. In the midst of these, UNESCO (2020) strongly urges institutions to ensure that revenue 
generation in ODL does not compromise academic integrity or accessibility. It must be done 
ethically, inclusively and future-oriented. Additionally, institutions must ensure quality assurance 
and accreditation compliance while investing in data analytics to monitor ODL uptake and 
performance. The pricing model must be designed such that it is market responsive and aligned 
with learner profiles. 
 
The higher education landscape is constantly evolving, and ODL institutions have been challenged 
to implement learners' needs and technological infrastructure to optimise sustainable, diverse and 
innovative revenue collection models to ensure scale and impact. The models discussed here — 
tuition, micro-credentials and content licensing — have their own unique advantages when 
strategically implemented. Institutions should align these models with their values, learners' needs 
and technological infrastructure to maximise their effectiveness. The revenue collection model 
adopted by an institution can be resilient if it is inclusive and strives for practical, hands-on learning 
in fields such as medicine and technology to maintain high-quality education. 
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Assessing the Viability of Blended, Hybrid and Fully Online Delivery Models in 
Higher Education 
 
The increasing proliferation of various learning technologies in the higher education landscape is 
challenging institutions to embrace blended, hybrid and fully online delivery models to expand 
access, enhance flexibility and improve learner engagement. However, the decision to embrace any 
of these delivery models largely depends on how well they align with institutional goals, 
technological infrastructure, faculty capacity, learner readiness and contextual realities such as 
digital access, geographical location and policy frameworks (Khodabandelou et al., 2025; Riany et 
al., 2025). Institutions can determine such alignment by systematically assessing the viability of 
these models. By so doing, they can easily make evidence-based decisions, optimise resource 
allocation and ensure quality and sustainability in programmes delivery. This section provides 
detailed guidelines on how to conduct the assessment. 
 
Understanding the Delivery Models 
 
Prior to choosing an ODL delivery model, it is important to acquire a comprehensive understanding 
of frameworks used in contemporary digital education. The work of Means et al. (2014) illustrates 
that each model offers unique opportunities and challenges. Each model presents distinct 
pedagogical opportunities and limitations. Therefore, the selection of a delivery model should be 
guided by instructional goals, learner characteristics and available technological and institutional 
resources (Hrastinski, 2019; Martin et al., 2020). The models are: 
 

• Blended learning: This model is a combination of both structured face-to-face and online 
instruction with online learning activities. In this model, classroom teaching is 
complemented by digital resources, online discussions, and technology-supported 
assessments, thereby enhancing engagement and flexibility in learning (Graham et al., 2023). 

• Hybrid learning: As compared to blended learning, the hybrid learning model offers more 
flexibility and provides learners with the opportunity to participate in the course either 
physically in the classroom or remotely online while the instruction is delivered 
simultaneously to both groups. Thus, the hybrid learning model is a combination of 
simultaneous delivery: face-to-face sessions and online delivery. This model typically relies 
on synchronous technologies such as videoconferencing to support real-time interaction 
between in-person and remote participants (Raes et al., 2020). 

• Fully online learning: This model offers the entire instruction, interaction and assessment 
through digital platforms without physical meetings. This is typically done through the use 
of a learning management system as the delivery medium, communication and evaluation, 
enabling flexible and accessible learning for geographically dispersed students (Martin et al., 
2020). 

 
Criteria for Assessing Model Viability 
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As discussed above, each delivery model has its specificity. To assess which delivery model is most 
viable, this author discusses six of the most salient criteria that could guide institutions in making 
the right decision. 
 
Pedagogical suitability 
The first criterion that should guide institutions is pedagogical suitability. Institutions should 
ensure that the model aligns with learning outcomes, particularly for disciplines requiring practical 
hands-on learning in fields such as medicine, technology and engineering. Furthermore, institutions 
should ascertain the model’s ability to support learner engagement, feedback and collaboration. 
Blended learning is widely recognized as an effective pedagogical approach that combines the 
strengths of face-to-face and online learning environments to enhance flexibility, engagement, and 
learning outcomes (Czerniewicz & Carvalho, 2022; Garrison & Vaughan, 2008). The model is flexible 
and effective for skill-based disciplines. 
 
Learner readiness and access 
The second criterion to look up to is learner access and readiness. “Viable models must be inclusive 
and account for disparities in digital access and digital literacy” (UNESCO, 2020, p. 12). Based on 
this, institutions should systematically evaluate learners’ readiness for digital learning by 
determining whether they have reliable access to appropriate devices, stable Internet connectivity, 
and the necessary technical competencies. This assessment can be conducted through structured 
surveys, institutional data analysis, or learner analytics to identify usage patterns, preferences, and 
potential constraints. To promote inclusiveness and equity, the analysis should be disaggregated 
across key learner groups, such as rural versus urban students and working adults versus full-time 
learners. This comparative approach enables institutions to identify disparities in access and 
participation, and to design targeted interventions that address the specific needs of different 
learner populations. 
 
Institutional capacity 
The third criterion to consider is institutional capacity. Sustainability in online learning does not 
only require technology but also institutional readiness and faculty capacity to deploy the 
technology (Bates, 2015). On the basis of these, institutions should ensure the availability of digital 
infrastructure, such as learning management system platforms, information technology support 
and instructional design staff. Additionally, they must ascertain faculty capacity and willingness to 
engage with digital pedagogies. 
 
Cost and resource efficiency 
The fourth criterion to look for is cost and resource efficiency. According to COL (2015), fully online 
models may lower infrastructure costs (buildings, maintenance), but require higher initial 
investment in technology and training. Thus, institutions must conduct a comparative cost analysis 
of infrastructure, staffing, content development and maintenance across models. Additionally, 
institutions must examine the potential for scaling delivery while maintaining quality. 
 
Policy and accreditation compliance 
The fifth criterion concerns compliance with policy and accreditation requirements. The 
International Commission on the Futures of Education (2021) emphasises that policy frameworks 
should be adapted to reflect the distinctive features of online and blended learning in order to 
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ensure their legitimacy and facilitate learner mobility across institutions and borders. In this 
context, higher education institutions must ensure that their programmes are fully aligned with 
national regulatory policies, quality assurance standards, and accreditation requirements. This 
includes obtaining formal approval from the relevant authorities to guarantee the recognition of 
credits and the validity of qualifications awarded. 
 
Learner support and retention 
The sixth criterion examines learner support and retention. Institutions must ascertain that they 
have the capacity to provide adequate academic orientation, technical support, mental health 
services and tutoring. Each of the models must be evaluated to determine their impact on learner 
satisfaction, engagement and retention. 
 
Advantages and Challenges of Each Model 
 
Blended, hybrid and fully online models are strategic for leveraging the delivery of ODL, each with 
its own strengths and weaknesses. Based on these, institutions must align model selection with 
strategic priorities, learner needs and contextual realities (Graham et al., 2023; Martin et al., 2020; 
Raes et al., 2020). Table 7.3 presents the strength and weakness of various delivery models. 
 
Table 7.3: Strength and weakness of various delivery models 

Model Strengths Weaknesses 
Blended The model combines the face-to-face classroom 

session with online learning. It is flexible and 
effective for skill-based learning. 

There is duplication of resources because it 
requires human resources to co-ordinate face-
to-face and online sessions; it may also limit 
scalability. 

Hybrid The model offers a simultaneous face-to-face and 
online session which gives learners, the 
flexibility to choose; very useful especially for 
displaced learner 

The model is complex to manage logistically; 
online and in-person learners might be treated 
differently. 

Fully 
online 

The model is scalable, flexible, cost-effective over 
time; ideal for adult learners and those remote 
areas. 

The model requires high digital literacy by 
learners and faculty, motivation and robust 
learner support. 

 
Evaluation Framework for Decision-Making 
 
Although several key criteria can guide the selection of an ODL delivery model, their relative 
significance is more effectively evaluated using a multi-criteria decision analysis (MCDA) 
framework as shown in Table 7.4. MCDA provides a structured and systematic approach that 
enables decision-makers to assess multiple, and often competing, criteria simultaneously, thereby 
supporting more transparent and evidence-based decision-making in complex educational contexts 
(Basílio et al., 2022; Srivastava et al., 2024). By integrating both qualitative and quantitative factors, 
MCDA frameworks enhance the prioritisation of criteria and facilitate the identification of the most 
appropriate delivery model under varying institutional and contextual conditions. Moreover, MCDA 
allows institutions to systematically evaluate alternatives based on evidence, both qualitative and 
quantitative, by weighting each alternative and scoring them (Latchem, 2016). Most importantly, 
weights must not be fixed; they should generally be context-relevant and representative of 
institutional priorities, policy landscapes, resource limitations and target learner identities. For 
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instance, in resource-limited contexts, institutions could weight cost-efficiency and accessibility 
higher while research-intensive universities might prioritise quality assurance and innovation 
(Jung & Latchem, 2012; Triantaphyllou, 2000). 
 
In addition, categorical ratings like “high”, “medium” or “variable” tend to be descriptive rather than 
testable, providing heuristics during early analysis. There should be indicators that can be 
measured (e.g., 1–5 or weighted indices) supported by empirical data to facilitate sound decision-
making in these categories. This approach improves the transparency, comparability and 
defensibility of decisions. Thus, an effective MCDA process encompasses clear weighting rationale, 
stakeholder validation and iterative review approach to ensure model selection is coherent with 
institutional strategy and the evolving context of ODL (Jung & Latchem, 2012; Triantaphyllou, 
2000). Based on this, institutions could score each model against the six salient criteria using 
qualitative and quantitative data presented in Table 7.4. 
 
Table 7.4: MCDA framework 

Criteria Weight Blended Hybrid Fully online 
Pedagogical suitability 25% High Medium Medium 
Learner readiness and access 20% Medium Medium Variable 
Institutional capacity 15% Medium Medium High 
Cost and resource efficiency 20% Medium High High 
Policy and accredition compliance 10% High Medium Variable 
Learner support and retention 10% High Medium Medium 

 
Practical Examples in the use of Blended, Hybrid and Fully Online Delivery Models 
 
Globally, institutions are increasingly harnessing the potential of digital learning technologies to 
widen access and deliver flexible education in a flexible manner using the three models discussed 
earlier. Advances in learning platforms, analytics and artificial intelligence enable universities to 
scale instruction while supporting personalised learning pathways (Strielkowski et al., 2025). 
 
Such is the case with the following institutions: 
 

• The Open University in the United Kingdom operates a fully online distance learning model 
with centralised academic supported by centralised digital infrastructure and academic 
support systems, allowing the institution to deliver scalable education to a global student 
population (Herodotou et al., 2020). This practice demonstrates the institution's ability to 
deliver scalable and ccessible education across a global learner population. 

• The University of Pretoria in South Africa uses a blended learning model combining face-to-
face instruction with digital learning environments, specifically for the delivery of science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics courses. Through their blended learning 
programme, they enhance practical skills while expanding access (Graham et al., 2019). 

• Arizona State University in the United States of America uses a hybrid model supported by 
adaptive learning platforms and artificial intelligence tools that personalise instruction and 
serve both campus-based and online learners simultaneously (Strielkowski et al., 2025). 
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These examples illustrate how universities worldwide integrate digital technologies to enhance 
flexibility, access and quality in higher education delivery. The multidimensional analysis of 
pedagogical goals, learner profiles, technological infrastructure, institutional readiness and policy 
alignment presents the best options for evaluating the viability of blended, hybrid and fully online 
delivery models. While each of the models is unique, they have their strengths and weaknesses, 
which institutions must carefully assess based on their strategic vision, resource capacity and 
commitment to inclusive and quality education. A data-driven decision will not only ensure 
feasibility but also guarantee a sustainable and impactful ODL delivery. 
 
Chapter Summary 
 
This chapter, “Business Models for Sustainable ODL Implementation”, has significantly elaborated 
the strategic approaches for the design and sustainability of ODL in HEIs. The chapter started by 
illustrating how to evaluate a range of business models for delivering and scaling ODL. The chapter 
placed significant emphasis on public-funded, tuition-based, freemium and partnership-driven 
models. The chapter also discussed guidelines for evaluating the relevance, scalability and 
sustainability of the business models. The chapter also covered cost-effective strategies for 
programme development, marketing and learner support with emphasis on the use of OER, digital 
tools and learner-centred service models. It also covered diverse revenue generation approaches, 
including tuition, micro-credentials and licensing, as a strategy to enhance financial resilience and 
innovation. Finally, the chapter provided guidelines for assessing the viability of blended, hybrid 
and fully online delivery models, along with orientations on how institutions can approach the 
decision-making process. This chapter effectively crafted a strategic framework for institutions to 
implement, scale and sustain impactful ODL programmes. 
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Chapter 8: Funding Mechanisms and Strategic Partnerships 
 
Introduction 
 
Globally, most institutions that have sustainably implemented open and distance learning (ODL) 
programmes have done so with the support of funding partners and strategic collaboration with 
other institutions. This chapter, “Funding Mechanisms and Strategic Partnerships”, has been 
designed to help institutions explore critical pathways for mobilising and managing resources to 
support scalable and inclusive ODL initiatives. The chapters begin with the identification of funding 
sources. The chapter explores public and donor organisations as potential sources for launching and 
sustaining ODL programmes across institutions. Additionally, the chapter discusses possibilities for 
putting in place sustainable public-private partnerships (PPPs) to expand the digital infrastructure, 
enhance learner access and co-develop learning materials. Funding is often very competitive, 
necessitating a firm grasp of grant-writing procedures. Based on this, I propose practical strategies 
for writing competitive grant proposals and funding applications, with a focus on aligning 
institutional priorities with donor requirements. By strategically mobilising resources and forging 
partnerships, institutions can expand learner access, improve quality and ensure long-term 
sustainability, linking financial mechanisms directly to institutional ODL goals and outcomes. The 
chapter wraps up with recommendations on a comprehensive institutional framework for 
managing partnerships and donor relations. These are to ensure transparency, strategic alignment 
and long-term sustainability. 
 
Funding Sources for Sustainable ODL Programmes 
 
Robust and diversified funding strategies are the pillars of any successful and sustainable long-term 
ODL programme. It has been established that ODL expands access to education across diverse and 
underserved populations. Institutions are encouraged to identify and explore traditional and non-
traditional funding sources that support their mission, scalability and innovation goals (Bates, 2015; 
International Commission on the Futures of Education, 2021). A sustainable funding source for ODL 
programme development covers start-ups, infrastructure investment, curriculum development, 
learner support and continuous improvement — an indication that institutions need to scout funds 
from multiple sources. This could include public funding, private investment, philanthropy and 
internal revenue generation. 
 
Government and Public Sector Funding 
 
Direct institutional grants and subsidies 
In some of the countries where ODL is practised, the governments also fund public ODL institutions 
through block grants. This is often linked to student enrolment, performance metrics or national 
development goals. Corroborating this perspective, government funding has historically enabled 
large-scale ODL initiatives, especially in low- and middle-income countries aiming to equitable 
expand access to education (Chimbunde et al., 2022; Xiao, 2025). The Republic of South Africa 
exemplifies this practice by funding higher educational institutions as part of its national 
development strategy. Based on this, the University of South Africa (UNISA, 2020) receives 
government subsidies. 
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Targeted ODL development funds 
Governments in some countries have established targeted ODL development funds to explicitly 
support the design, expansion, and implementation of technology-enhanced educational 
programmes. These dedicated funds are often channelled through education innovation or digital 
learning initiatives aimed at improving access, quality and flexibility in teaching and learning. In 
addition, such funding mechanisms are strategically reserved to enable rapid institutional 
responses during emergencies such as the Covid-19 pandemic or other disruptions that threaten 
the continuity of education delivery (Hodges et al., 2020). 
 
Performance-based or outcome-based financing 
In this approach, governments explicitly allocate funding based on measurable results and strategic 
priorities. Financial resources are directed toward supporting high-performing students and 
fostering the development of employability skills. Such funding mechanisms are often aligned with 
key economic sectors or used as incentives to encourage higher education institutions to improve 
the quality, relevance and labour market responsiveness of their programmes (Government of 
British Columbia, 2023; Jonbekova, 2023). 
 
International Donors and Development Agencies 
 
International donors and development agencies play a significant role in financing ODL initiatives 
by providing targeted funding to both individuals and institutions as part of their development 
mandates. These contributions are typically aligned with broader global priorities such as 
expanding access to education, promoting gender equity, enhancing youth employability and 
advancing digital transformation (International Commission on the Futures of Education, 2021; 
World Bank, 2020). Major development partners supporting institutional ODL initiatives include 
the World Bank, which finances national digital education and higher education reform 
programmes (World Bank, 2020); UNESCO, UNICEF and the European Union, which provide 
funding for capacity building and infrastructure development (European Commission, 2020; 
International Commission on the Futures of Education, 2021); the Commonwealth of Learning 
(COL), which offers seed funding and technical assistance to promote open educational practices 
(COL, 2021); and regional development banks such as the African Development Bank (2019) and 
the Asian Development Bank (2025), which support large-scale regional ODL initiatives. 
 
While institutions strategise to roll out ODL, it is important to look for other funding sources to 
sustain the initiative. It is evident that external donor funding plays a catalytic role in launching ODL 
projects, especially in emerging economies (Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2020). 
According to literature, the African Virtual University was launched with support from the World 
Bank and now operates as a Pan-African network for distance education (Ghoulam, 2025). 
Institutions can learn from this and try to model the practice. 
 
Institutional Budget Allocations and Reinvestment 
 
Another intriguing and sustainable funding mechanism is for universities to allocate internal funds 
from their annual operational budgets. Based on the various income rubrics, such as government 
subsidies, tuition or savings from face-to-face delivery programmes, they can use this to reinvest in 
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the ODL initiative. This perspective aligns with research findings that sustainable ODL models 
require institutions to integrate stable internal funding into core operations, rather than reliance 
on temporary external projects (Bozkurt et al., 2023; Leal Filho et al., 2025). This could be achieved 
by the following: 
 

• redirecting funds from under-enrolled face-to-face programmes to online delivery 
• reinvesting surplus from other revenue-generating units such as consultancy 
• integrating ODL into long-term institutional development and strategic planning 

frameworks 
 
Tuition and Cost-Recovery Models 
 
Some institutions fund ODL programmes through tuition and student fees. Several approaches exist 
to achieve this. These include the pay-per-course or module model; tiered pricing based on learner 
location, such as domestic versus international; and subscription-based models for continuous 
access. “Cost-recovery strategies in ODL must be sensitive to equity while ensuring financial 
sustainability” (Latchem, 2016, p. 92). Thus, careful pricing strategies must balance affordability 
with cost recovery, especially for learners in low-income contexts. 
 
Private Sector and Corporate Sponsorship 
 
In countries where ODL is gaining ground, corporate owners and the industry are increasingly 
investing in ODL programmes as part of their workforce development, corporate social 
responsibility or innovation agendas. This is evident in the work of some researchers, who have 
reported that technology firms such as Microsoft, Google and IBM have funded digital skills training 
programmes through massive open online course platforms in partnership with universities, 
delivering industry-aligned online professional certificate programmes (Kshetri, 2021). Their 
funding is often in the form of sponsorship of industry-aligned micro-credentials and short course 
development, bulk enrolment of employees in ODL programmes offered by universities and 
infrastructure support such as the development of information and communication technology labs 
and the provision of Internet access for community-based ODL delivery. 
 
Philanthropic Foundations and Non-governmental Organisations 
 
Private foundations play a significant role in financing innovative and inclusive ODL initiatives. 
Evidence suggests that philanthropic funding provides flexible, risk-tolerant capital, which is 
particularly valuable for supporting experimentation, innovation and pilot projects in ODL (Erfurth 
& Ridge, 2021). Most of these organisations focus on marginalised populations, provide 
technological devices for education or offer women’s empowerment programmes. Among the 
leading foundations are the Gates Foundation, the Mastercard Foundation, the Carnegie 
Corporation and the Ford Foundation. Institutions can search these foundations online and contact 
them for the ODL initiatives. 
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Revenue from Licensing, Franchising and Content Syndication 
 
Another method through which ODL institutions can generate funds is through licensing courses or 
platforms with partner institutions or, better yet, through franchise agreements that allow partner 
organisations and institutions to offer branded programmes. Research has shown that universities 
can monetise intellectual property through licensing and syndication of patents, software and 
digital content. These technology-transfer mechanisms generate non-tuition revenue while 
enabling wider dissemination and access to institutional innovations (Jamali, 2024). This 
perspective is feasible if institutions establish clear intellectual property policies to govern licensing 
agreements, ensuring revenue-sharing, content ownership and quality control are legally protected. 
Practically, the revenue streams include courseware licensing fees, royalties from international 
academic partners and white-labelled learning management system (LMS) or content hosting 
services. 
 
Alumni Contributions and Crowdfunding 
 
Alumni play a strategic role in supporting ODL through financial and social capital, including 
funding for scholarships, infrastructure and technology, while social capital fosters positive 
outcomes for future ODL cohorts. Alumni networks can be utilised by institutions to harness ODL 
endowment funds, targeted campaigns and crowdfunding initiatives to broaden access for 
disadvantaged learners (Mo & Zhu, 2022). The sustainability of ODL implementation demands 
diversified funding arrangements: access to this revenue is necessary for public funding, donor 
grants, learner tuition and private partnerships and internal reinvestment (Liu et al., 2025; 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2025). Aligning these sources 
with institutional strategy enhances long-term sustainability (Khallaf, 2022). Funding for institution 
and programme development needs to be prioritised based on sustainability, strategic alignment 
and scalability with administrative capacity (Jung & Latchem, 2012; UNESCO, 2023). Internal 
reinvestment, for example, is low-risk but lower scale; donor funding allows rapid growth but must 
be in alignment with external priorities. PPPs similarly provide resources but require robust 
governance. A strategic combination of these sources provides financial sustainability, coherence 
and impact in ODL development. 
 
PPP Opportunities in the ODL Ecosystem 
 
ODL has emerged over the years as the provider of innovative solutions to meet increasing demands 
for inclusive, flexible and scalable systems for learning. Its effective implementation and expansion, 
however, often depend on resources, technology infrastructure and specialised expertise that are 
well beyond the means of individual institutions. Within this context, the literature foregrounds 
PPPs as a strategic intervention to bridge these complementary strengths into an approach in which 
both public institutions and private sector actors contribute to the design, financing and delivery of 
ODL programmes (International Commission on the Futures of Education, 2021; World Bank, 
2026). A properly designed PPP can improve access, quality and digitalisation in education systems, 
enhancing efficiency, innovation and sustainability by leveraging private-sector expertise and 
resources (Patrinos, 2023). PPPs are often promoted as mechanisms for introducing innovation, 
improving accountability and expanding service delivery in education and ODL systems (Adamson 
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et al., 2025). However, successful partnerships require strong governance frameworks and careful 
due diligence. Institutional leaders must rigorously assess potential partners’ leadership capacity, 
financial viability, ethical standards and ability to deliver agreed outcomes before entering into 
agreements (Patrinos, 2023). Effective PPP arrangements also require clear contractual provisions, 
including risk-sharing mechanisms, exit strategies and intellectual property protections, to 
minimise disputes and ensure long-term sustainability (Hajjej et al., 2019; OECD, 2019; Roehrich et 
al,, 2014). 
 
When supported by robust governance structures, PPPs can balance public accountability with 
private-sector agility, fostering innovation while maintaining equitable access in ODL systems 
(Patrinos, 2023; Verger & Moschetti, 2017). At the same time, inadequate regulation and oversight 
may lead to inefficiencies, accountability gaps, or inequities, underscoring the importance of strong 
governance and regulatory frameworks. 
 
Defining PPPs in ODL 
 
PPP in the context of ODL refers to a formal collaboration between a public education institution 
such as a university, ministry or regulatory agency and a private entity like an educational 
technology firm, telecommunications provider, publisher or industry association with the aim of 
delivering education services, digital content, platforms or infrastructure. “PPP models in education 
allow governments and institutions to leverage private sector expertise, innovation, and investment 
while maintaining public interest objectives” (OECD, 2016, p. 12). 
 
Key Areas for PPP Collaboration in ODL 
 
Technology infrastructure and platforms 
Technology infrastructure is strategic in leveraging the potential of ODL. Owing to the cost 
associated with this, institutions can partner with educational technology organisations that can 
deploy the technology at an affordable cost. During the Covid-19 pandemic, COL (2020) 
collaborated with Google and Moodle Cloud to support institutions hosting free or subsidised LMS 
platforms. In the same way, institutions can partner with technology organisations to provide LMSs, 
cloud hosting, bandwidth and cybersecurity solutions. Additionally, the partnership could also 
cover the development and maintenance of virtual labs, artificial intelligence (AI) tutors or mobile 
learning apps. 
 
Content co-development and licensing 
The quality of instructional materials is crucial for any learning process, which highlights the 
importance of collaborating with experts in each specific domain. As best practice, the University of 
London partners with Coursera and edX to offer online degrees and professional certificates, with 
the platform providing global reach and learner analytics (Likovič & Rojko, 2022; Yuan et al., 2024). 
These partners are household names in the development of course materials. Institutions can 
collaborate with other institutions or partners to develop digital learning content, open educational 
resources and multimedia resources. Such a partnership could also include licensing commercial 
courseware with contextual customisation for local relevance. 
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Capacity building and faculty development 
PPPs strengthen educator digital competencies and institutional transformation by supporting 
capacity development, technology integration and professional training initiatives (Dzhikiya et at., 
2023; Whitelock et al., 2024). Based on this, institutions can sort private partners to offer training 
on digital pedagogy, instructional design and the use of educational technology tools. They can also 
sponsor fellowships, webinars or bootcamps to enhance institutional readiness. 
 
Learner support services 
Institutions can also collaborate with partners by outsourcing or co-managing learner support 
services such as help desks, online tutoring or career counselling. Partnerships with educational 
technology organisations enable universities to leverage specialised technological expertise and 
infrastructure to strengthen ODL support systems. When these partners possess advanced AI 
capabilities, institutions can deploy AI-powered chatbots and virtual advisors to provide real-time 
responses to student inquiries, offer academic guidance, and streamline administrative support. 
Evidence indicates that such AI-driven systems improve accessibility to learner support services, 
enhance student engagement and help reduce response time in distance education environments 
(Labadze et al., 2023; Ndunagu et al., 2025). 
 
Access and connectivity 
Access and connectivity are critical in the successful implementation of an ODL initiative. 
Institutions can collaborate with telecommunications companies and device manufacturers to 
provide discounted or subsidised Internet data, tablets or laptops for learners in remote or 
underserved regions (Muñoz-Najar et al., 2024). In the Republic of South Africa, UNISA partners 
with the Mobil Telecommunication Network Group and Vodacom. These mobile phone companies 
provide students with data bundles at reduced rates to access the university’s online platforms 
(UNISA, 2020). 
 
Benefits of PPPs in the ODL ecosystem 
Institutions are encouraged to embrace PPPs because they are beneficial in the following: 
 

• Resource optimisation occurs because when the private sector invests, pressure to source 
funds reduces. 

• Embracing innovation is crucial, particularly when these partnerships are associated with 
the implementation of emerging technologies. 

• Scaling up mass delivery of quality learning resources, especially to underserved 
communities. 

• Workforce alignment is crucial, particularly when the partnership aims to improve 
employability by developing industry-informed curriculum. 

 
PPPs in education that are well designed can improve outcomes, enhance relevance and reduce 
costs through shared risk and investment (World Bank, 2026). 
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Challenges and Risks of PPPs in ODL 
 
While PPPs can expand access and support innovation in education, they also present important 
risks that must be managed carefully (Crawfurd et al., 2024; Patrinos et al., 2009). These include the 
following: 
 

• Equity concerns: Partnerships driven mainly by profit may disadvantage low-income and 
marginalised learners rather than serve them equitably (Crawfurd et al., 2024; Patrinos et 
al., 2009). 

• Academic integrity and quality assurance risks: Where partnerships do not include strong 
quality assurance, accreditation and monitoring mechanisms, the quality and credibility of 
ODL programmes may be undermined (UNESCO, 2020). 

• Data privacy and ethical concerns: Sharing learner data with private providers can create 
legal and ethical risks related to privacy, consent, and data governance (UNESCO, 2022). 

• Sustainability and institutional autonomy: If institutions depend too heavily on private 
partners without clear governance and continuity plans, long-term stability and autonomy 
may be weakened (OECD, 2012). 

 
Given these risks, PPPs in ODL should be governed by transparent agreements that protect learners’ 
rights, uphold quality standards, ensure prudent governance and preserve institutional autonomy 
(OECD, 2012). 
 
Strategies for Establishing Effective PPPs in ODL 
 
Needs assessment and partner identification 
Partnerships are established to address specific needs. This begins with the institution conducting 
a stakeholder mapping to identify private partners with complementary capabilities and shared 
goals (Islam et al., 2023). Such mappings must align partnership focus with institutional strategic 
priorities. These cross-sector collaborations are often targeted on critical issues such as digital 
transformation, increased access to education and graduate employability that allow universities to 
develop resilient digital learning systems and align their academic offerings with labour market 
needs (Evans et al., 2023). Effective partnerships align external partners’ capacities with 
institutional priorities, particularly in areas where universities face capacity gaps. PPPs enable 
institutions to leverage private sector innovation, resources and technological expertise to support 
institutional transformation (Dzhikiya et al., 2023). 
 
Clear governance and accountability structures 
Clear governance and accountability structures are essential for successful partnerships. Once the 
requirements for an effective collaboration have been clearly identified, it becomes necessary to 
formalise the relationship through instruments such as memoranda of understanding or service-
level agreements. These agreements should explicitly outline the roles and responsibilities of each 
party, expected deliverables, mechanisms for risk sharing and provisions governing intellectual 
property rights and data ownership (OECD, 2019). 
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Quality assurance mechanisms 
Clearly outlining quality assurance guidelines and establishing a joint committee to monitor its 
implementation, assess performance and ensure compliance with national education standards are 
vital mechanisms for quality assurance. 
 
Pilot and scale approach 
Before rolling out any project, it is always necessary to begin with a small-scale pilot to assess 
feasibility, refine processes and build trust before scaling up. 
 
Stakeholder engagement and transparency 
Table 8.1 provides a concise overview of different PPP frameworks and models in the context of 
education, particularly ODL. It illustrates how responsibilities are typically distributed between 
public institutions (such as universities or governments) and private sector partners (such as 
technology companies and telecommunications firms), while also giving concrete examples of real-
world collaborations. 
 
The table highlights that PPPs are not uniform arrangements but vary depending on the specific 
objective of the partnership, whether it is content delivery, infrastructure provision, skills 
alignment or faculty development. For instance, in the platform hosting and content model, public 
institutions focus on academic content and pedagogy, while private partners provide the 
technological infrastructure to deliver that content at scale. Similarly, in the infrastructure access 
model, public actors identify learners and negotiate access, whereas private companies supply 
connectivity and devices, addressing the digital divide. 
 
The table also emphasises the complementary nature of roles: public institutions contribute 
academic credibility, accreditation and educational goals, while private partners bring innovation, 
technical expertise and scalability. This division of labour reflects a broader principle in PPPs — 
indicating that collaboration leverages the strengths of each sector to achieve outcomes that neither 
could accomplish alone (Hodge & Greve, 2017). Furthermore, the inclusion of real-world examples 
such as the University of London and Coursera, UNISA and Vodacom, IBM SkillsBuild and Google for 
Education demonstrates how these models are operationalised in practice. These examples 
reinforce the idea that successful partnerships depend on alignment between educational needs 
and industry capabilities. 
 
Importantly, the table should be read alongside the principle of stakeholder engagement and 
transparency introduced before it. As noted, effective PPPs require shared vision, open 
communication and continuous evaluation mechanisms to ensure sustainability and trust among 
partners (Latchem, 2016). Thus, the table not only categorises partnership models but also 
implicitly underscores the need for collaborative governance structures that support these 
arrangements. 
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Table 8.1: Examples of PPP frameworks and models 
Model Public role Private role Example 
Platform hosting & 
content 

Provides content and 
pedagogy 

Hosts content, manages 
technology 

University of London & Coursera 
(Likovič & Rojko, 2022; Yuan et al., 
2024) 

Infrastructure 
access 

Identifies target 
learners, negotiates 
terms 

Provides devices, 
bandwidth, technical 
support 

UNISA & Vodacom (UNISA, 2020) 

Skills alignment Accredits and delivers 
courses 

Defines competencies, co-
develops curriculum 

IBM SkillsBuild (Kshetri, 2021) 

Faculty 
development 

Identifies needs and 
target staff 

Conducts training, 
provides tools & 
resources 

Google for Education (COL, 2020; 
European Commission, 2020) 

 
In a nutshell, PPPs are a strategic pathway in the provision of opportunities that strengthens the 
ODL ecosystem by mutualising public sector vision with private sector innovation. Its potential lies 
in well-crafted PPPs that actively engage stakeholders and give institutions the possibility to expand 
reach, enhance quality and sustain operations in resource-constrained environments. Therefore, 
both partners must ensure a clear governance structure, shared values, quality assurance and a 
commitment to equity. ODL is increasingly playing a key role in educational innovation, making 
PPPs critical in shaping inclusive and resilient learning futures. 
 
Grant Writing and Funding Proposal Strategies for Education Projects 
 
Grants play a key role in helping institutions attain envisaged educational objectives. At a time when 
the world is suffering from economic downturn, securing grants in the field of education, especially 
in the domain of ODL, is imperative. Grant funding is generally perceived by practitioners as a 
critical source of financial support for the promotion of innovation, infrastructure development, 
widening access and the quality of education. Grants are very competitive and require that 
institutions tendering for financial support develop effective grant writing and funding proposal 
strategies. With a well-formulated proposal, institutions can secure resources from a wide range of 
donors such as governments, philanthropic foundations, multilateral agencies and private sector 
partners (Erfurth & Ridge, 2021; Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2020). 
 
Successful grant proposals are those that clearly align with donor priorities, demonstrate 
measurable impact and reflect strategic planning. Mounting a proposal requires a structured 
approach to project conceptualisation and stakeholder engagement. 
 
Understanding the Funding Landscape 
 
Developing a strong funding proposal requires a clear understanding of the broader funding 
ecosystem, as well as the ability to identify donors whose priorities align with the objectives of the 
proposed education initiative. Institutions seeking grants must carefully examine the mission, 
geographic scope and application processes of potential funders in order to design proposals that 
are relevant and competitive (Geever, 2019; Porter, 2007). The funding landscape for education 
projects is diverse and includes several key categories of donors: 
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• Bilateral and multilateral agencies, such as the World Bank, UNESCO, the European Union, 
the United States Agency for International Development and the German Agency for 
International Cooperation, which often support large-scale development and education 
reforms 

• Private philanthropic foundations, including the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 
Mastercard Foundation and Ford Foundation, which typically fund innovative and impact-
driven educational initiatives 

• Corporate donors, particularly global technology companies like Google.org, IBM and 
Microsoft Philanthropies, which invest in digital learning, capacity building and technology-
enhanced education 

• Local governments and ministries of education, which provide national-level funding aligned 
with policy priorities and educational reforms 

• Regional development banks, such as the African Development Bank and the Asian 
Development Bank, which finance education projects aimed at regional growth and capacity 
development 

 
Before submitting a proposal, institutions are advised to thoroughly review each funder’s eligibility 
criteria, priorities and application guidelines. This ensures that proposals are well-targeted, 
compliant and more likely to secure funding. 
 
Steps in Developing a Grant Proposal Strategy 
 
Needs assessment and project scoping 
The first thing to do is to clearly define the problem the project aims to address and the beneficiaries, 
using adequate research methodology. This is critical because evidence-based proposals are more 
persuasive, demonstrating a clear understanding of the context and learner needs thereby 
strengthening the credibility and feasibility of the intervention (Brown et al., 2022; Malin et al., 
2019). Evidence in the context of ODL could be a national dropout statistic to justify a proposal for 
distance learning initiatives. 
 
Aligning with donor priorities 
Securing grant funding requires a clear understanding that each donor operates within specific 
strategic priorities and funding criteria. Applicants must therefore conduct a thorough review of the 
funder’s mission, thematic focus areas and previously supported projects to ensure their proposal 
is appropriately positioned. A strong proposal explicitly demonstrates how the proposed project 
advances the donor’s goals and contributes to their broader development agenda. This alignment is 
essential because funding decisions are primarily driven by the extent to which a proposal supports 
the funder’s mission rather than the applicant’s institutional interests (Bauer, 2018; Carlson & 
O’Neal-McElrath, 2008). 
 
Drafting a compelling concept note 
Often, projects begin with an idea. This is made explicit through a concept note that provides a 
general overview of the project. Increasingly, funders request an initial concept note before a full 
proposal. A good concept note succinctly conveys the problem, proposed solution, expected 
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outcomes, budget range and organisational capacity. This is typically presented in two to three 
pages and focuses on high-level strategy. 
 
Key Components of a Full Grant Proposal 
 
Funders increasingly expect grant proposals to demonstrate accountability, learning, and impact 
through clear and measurable monitoring and evaluation systems. A strong proposal therefore 
integrates transparent mechanisms for tracking progress and assessing outcomes throughout the 
project lifecycle (Kusek & Rist, 2004; OECD, 2021). 
 
A comprehensive proposal typically begins with an executive summary, which provides a concise 
overview of the project’s goals, target beneficiaries, duration and requested funding. 
This is followed by the problem statement, offering an evidence-based and contextually grounded 
explanation of the issue being addressed (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 
 
The project objectives and outcomes section present clearly defined goals aligned with SMART 
criteria, which is an acronym for specific, measurable, achievable, relevant and time-bound, serving 
as benchmarks for success. 
 
The methodology or implementation plan then outlines key activities, timelines, responsible actors 
and tools, while incorporating considerations such as risk management, gender and inclusion (UN 
Women, 2022). 
 
Central to the proposal is the monitoring and evaluation framework, which identifies indicators, 
baseline data, data collection methods and evaluation timelines to ensure systematic performance 
tracking (Kusek & Rist, 2004). 
 
The budget and justification provide a detailed, itemised financial plan, linking each cost, such as 
staffing, equipment and travel to expected outcomes, ensuring transparency. 
 
Finally, the organisational profile establishes institutional credibility by highlighting experience, 
governance structures, key personnel and strategic partnerships, demonstrating readiness to 
successfully implement the project. 
 
Writing Strategies for Competitive Proposals 
 
Writing a funding proposal is often tricky. Here are a few guidelines to help you navigate through 
the pitfalls: 
 

• Use clear and persuasive language: Avoid jargon and focus on the use of active voice, concise 
sentences and data-driven arguments. 

• Tell a compelling story: Emphasise the human impact through the use of case studies or 
testimonials where appropriate. 
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• Demonstrate sustainability and scalability: Keep in mind that funders are increasingly 
interested in initiatives that promise long-term value beyond the grant period (OECD, 2016), 
hence the need to show how the project will continue or scale after donor funding ends. 
Endeavour to include co-funding, in-kind support or institutional integration strategies. 

• Incorporate partnerships: Demonstrate collaboration with other institutions, non-
governmental organisations or communities to strengthen capacity and legitimacy. 

 
Internal Readiness and Institutional Support 
 
While institutions seek to source funds for their ODL initiatives, it is important to take measures 
that will guarantee the success of the process. These include the following: 
 

• Establishment of a grants office or team: Assign a team to write, review, budget and ensure 
compliance with donor requirements. 

• Development of proposal templates and budgeting tools: This helps the team save time and 
ensures consistency. 

• Training of faculty and staff: Build internal capacity for writing, reporting and project 
management. 

 
Common Mistakes to Avoid 
 
Well-prepared, timely and funder-aligned proposals stand the best chance to succeed in an 
increasingly competitive funding environment (Brown et al., 2022; Malin et al., 2019). While this is 
paramount, here are some common mistakes institutions must avoid in grant proposals: 
 

• overly ambitious or vague goals 
• misalignment with funder priorities 
• weak justification or unsupported claims 
• inflated budgets without explanation 
• poor formatting or missed deadlines 

 
As resources increasingly become scarce, developing successful grant writing and funding proposal 
strategies is essential. Most organisations fund only initiatives that align with their goals and 
missions. It is imperative that institutions align with donor priorities, articulate clear and 
measurable goals, build internal capacity and present compelling, evidence-based narratives that 
can position them as credible and capable partners. These strategies not only support the launch of 
impactful projects but also strengthen institutional resilience and global engagement. 
 
Institutional Frameworks for Managing Partnerships and Donor Relations 
 
As time evolves, donors are seeing the relevance of ODL in widening access to quality learning 
outcomes at reduced cost. Increasingly, multi-stakeholder collaborations and external funding have 
become the key source of finance for ODL initiatives. Given the importance of multi-stakeholder 
collaborations and external funding, as well as the need to sustainably manage partnerships and 
donor relations, institutions must establish a robust institutional framework. These frameworks are 
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essential for aligning external engagements with institutional missions. Moreover, the framework 
ensures accountability, fosters sustainability and builds long-term trust-based relationships as 
strategic bonds for donors and partners (Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2020; OECD, 
2016). If the institutional framework is well structured, it becomes a governance mechanism, 
providing orientations for policies and the organisational capacity necessary to co-ordinate 
partnerships strategically, manage resources effectively and meet the expectations of diverse 
stakeholders. 
 
Establishing a Centralised Office for Partnerships and Donor Relations 
 
A centralised structure promotes consistency, minimises redundancy and strengthens institutional 
memory in the management of external partnerships (Latchem, 2016). Based on this, institutions 
wishing to develop a dedicated framework are encouraged to establish a dedicated office or unit. 
This could be an office of strategic partnerships and donor relations to co-ordinate all external 
engagements. Their functions could be as follows: 
 

• serving as the institutional liaison with donors and partners 
• managing proposal submissions, agreements, and reporting 
• facilitating cross-departmental co-ordination for multi-partner projects 
• ensuring compliance with funder regulations and institutional policies 

 
Many universities within their structure have such a unit. For example, UNISA has a Directorate for 
Partnerships and Internationalisation, which centralises and streamlines interactions with donors 
while also overseeing the planning and implementation of collaborative initiatives. This structure 
enhances efficiency, accountability and strategic coordination in managing both local and 
international partnerships (UNISA, 2020). 
 
Developing Institutional Policies and Guidelines 
 
The absence of a comprehensive set of policies that govern all partnership and donor interactions 
weakens donor trust. “Clear and transparent policies help manage risk, maintain institutional 
integrity, and build partner confidence” (OECD, 2016, p. 45). Such guides must be formalised, 
accessible and regularly updated. The guide could cover salient areas, for example: 
 

• clear procedures for evaluating potential partners and donors 
• ethical standards and conflict of interest protocols 
• intellectual property rights, data sharing and branding 
• financial management and procurement policies related to donor-funded projects 

 
Creating Partnership Typologies and Engagement Protocols 
 
A well-tailored partnership management approach that clearly defines the nature and structure of 
collaboration contributes to more effective governance and impact outcomes. This begins with 
institutions classifying partnerships based on their scope, actors and strategic value, enabling 
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appropriate governance and resource allocation (Clarke & Crane, 2018). Here are suggested 
partnership categories that institutions might find useful: 
 

• Strategic institutional partnership: This is a form of long-term collaboration where both 
parties have shared missions. This is typically a memorandum of understanding with other 
universities. 

• Programmatic partnerships: This form is directly tied to specific grants or academic 
programmes. 

• Transactional partnerships: This is a form of short-term or service-based arrangement, such 
as content licensing. 

 
Each category should have a corresponding engagement protocol outlining procedures for the 
following: 
 

• proposal development and partner negotiation 
• approval and contracting 
• monitoring, evaluation and closure 

 
Implementing a Partnership Management Information System 
 
The importance of data in today’s digital economy cannot be underestimated. While multi-
stakeholders are increasing funding for ODL initiatives, it is imperative for institutions to set up a 
digital platform or database to track and manage all partnerships and donor relations in real time. 
This is critical because technology-enabled systems increase transparency, support data-driven 
decisions and enhance communication with external stakeholders (UNESCO, 2020). Such a platform 
or database should include the following: 
 

• repository of all partnership agreements and donor records 
• dashboard for tracking grant cycles, deliverables and deadlines 
• contact management for partners and donors 
• integration with financial and reporting systems 

 
Assigning Institutional Focal Points and Interdepartmental Co-ordination 
 
To ease communication between institutions and the funding agency, each partnership project 
should have designated focal points. In addition to serving as an interface, they should also be 
responsible for implementing, reporting and liaising with the central office. Thus, institutions 
should assign a project co-ordinator at the faculty or unit level. They can also establish cross-
functional committees to support large-scale partnerships. At institutions such as Makerere 
University, donor-funded projects are typically implemented by faculty-based teams responsible 
for day-to-day activities, while a central Grants Administration and Management Support Unit 
provides strategic oversight, coordination and compliance support. This centralised structure 
ensures alignment with institutional priorities, strengthens accountability and enhances efficiency 
in project implementation across units (Makerere University, 2020). Institutions can learn from this 
and set up a structure that will best respond to their needs. 
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Establishing Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning Mechanisms 
 
A robust monitoring, evaluation and learning system ensures that partnerships go beyond mere 
compliance with requirements by systematically tracking performance, assessing outcomes and 
generating evidence for decision-making. It enables stakeholders to measure impact, identify 
strengths and gaps, and apply lessons learned to refine strategies, thereby enhancing effectiveness, 
accountability and continuous improvement over time (Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 
2020; OECD, 2021). Thus, setting up a robust framework requires mechanisms for monitoring the 
effectiveness of partnerships and learning from past engagements. The effective implementation of 
a monitoring, evaluation and learning mechanism requires institutions to develop key performance 
indicators for partnership success, conduct midterm and final reviews of donor-funded projects and 
share lessons learnt through institutional knowledge-sharing sessions. 
 
Building Strategic Communication and Stewardship Processes 
 
Effective communication is essential to the success of any project, particularly those involving 
multiple stakeholders. Establishing structured and continuous communication channels ensures 
that all parties are regularly informed, engaged, and aligned with project goals. This ongoing 
exchange of information promotes transparency, strengthens trust, and sustains long-term 
commitment and collaboration from external stakeholders (Erfurth & Ridge, 2021). This leads to 
the conclusion that relationship-building is a cornerstone of donor and partner retention. By this, 
institutions are encouraged to engage in strategic communication that recognises donor 
contributions through reports, newsletters and public acknowledgements. Sharing of success 
stories, testimonials and project outcomes and the provision of timely updates and expressions of 
gratitude are among the best communication strategies. 
 
Building Capacity in Staff and Faculty 
 
Not all personnel in an institution are experts in project management. The effective management of 
partnership will largely depend on the capabilities of institutional actors. Some of the key areas in 
which institutions can build the capacity of their staff include proposal writing and donor 
negotiation, grant and project management, financial reporting and compliance and monitoring and 
evaluation. Organising regular training sessions and knowledge exchanges helps standardise 
practices and improves the institution’s ability to attract and manage external support. 
 
Establishing Governance and Oversight Structures 
 
Strategic oversight ensures that external partnerships and collaborations consistently align with 
the university’s academic mission and uphold institutional integrity (Clarke & Crane, 2018). To 
operationalise this, institutions should establish a dedicated partnership and donor relations 
committee reporting to senior management. This committee should delineate clear roles for 
institutional leadership in the review, approval and endorsement of high-value or sensitive 
engagements. 
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I believe that an effective institutional framework for managing partnerships and donor relations is 
important for sustaining and scaling innovation ODL initiatives. Creating a centralised co-ordination 
unit that aligns external support with strategic priorities at the institutional level is critical in the 
effective management of donors and multi-stakeholder engagement. Moreover, by codifying 
governance policies, using digital tools and investing in capacity development, institutions can build 
trust and enhance accountability. Thus, the institutional framework for the management of 
partnerships and donor relations improves operational efficiency. It also positions the institutions 
as a credible and capable partner in the global education ecosystem. 
 
Chapter Summary 
 
This chapter, titled "Funding Mechanisms and Strategic Partnerships", provided a strategic 
overview of how institutions can mobilise and manage financial and collaborative resources to 
support ODL initiatives. It dwelt on identifying diverse funding sources that span from government 
allocations and international donors to tuition revenues and philanthropic support. Moreover, it 
covered the role of PPPs in expanding digital infrastructure, enhancing programme delivery and 
driving innovation within the ODL ecosystem. Perceiving funding as a major challenge in the uptake 
of the ODL initiative, the chapter provided practical guidance on developing effective grant writing 
and funding proposal strategies that align with donor priorities and institutional goals. The chapter 
wrapped up with a recommendation for institutions to put in place a robust framework for the 
management of partnerships and donor relations that emphasise governance, accountability and 
long-term sustainability. These insights offer institutions a roadmap for building resilient, well-
funded and collaborative ODL systems. 
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Chapter 9: Quality Assurance and Regulatory Compliance 
 
Introduction 
 
In today’s society, people who are not versed with open and distance learning (ODL) in higher 
education still perceive it as a low-earning form of education. Ensuring quality and regulatory 
compliance can enhance the credibility, effectiveness and sustainability of this form of education. 
This chapter, “Quality Assurance and Regulatory Compliance”, has been written to guide institutions 
in their ambition to build robust quality assurance systems tailored to the distinctive nature of ODL. 
To set the ball rolling and to ensure better understanding, the chapter begins with the definition of 
key quality indicators that address pedagogy, technology and administrative dimensions unique to 
distance education. As the chapter gradually unfolds, institutions are provided guidelines on how to 
align their ODL practices with national and international accreditation standards to enhance 
accountability and global recognition. For continuous improvement and sustainability, it presents 
strategies and mechanisms that support the ongoing enhancement of online course design and 
delivery. The chapter wraps up with emphasis on the importance of developing structured student 
and faculty feedback systems to drive data-informed quality improvements. I hope that the issues 
addressed in this chapter will provide a practical roadmap for embedding quality and compliance 
at the core of ODL provision. 
 
Key Quality Assurance Indicators Specific to ODL in Higher Education 
 
While many people are not yet familiar with ODL, it is increasingly gaining ground in higher 
education. Based on its growing popularity, it is important for institutions, regulators and learners 
to establish a credible quality assurance mechanism. Comparing traditional face-to-face education 
with ODL, this learning mode has unique challenges and opportunities in areas such as learner 
autonomy, technology-mediated interaction and flexible pacing. Therefore, it is necessary to 
develop ODL-specific quality assurance indicators that accurately capture the unique pedagogical, 
administrative and technological aspects of this delivery mode (Commonwealth of Learning [COL], 
2015; Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2020). To assess whether an ODL programme or 
institution meets predefined standards of excellence, quality assurance (QA) indicators are used as 
measurable elements. QA indicators serve as benchmarks for continuous improvement, 
accountability, accreditation and learner satisfaction (Bates, 2015; Jung, 2023). This section 
presents a set of indicators that can be used to assess an ODL programme or institution. 
 
Institutional Commitment and Governance 
 
Having the desire to engage in ODL and actually committing are two different things. “Leadership 
commitment and clearly defined governance mechanisms are foundational to quality ODL 
implementation” (Latchem, 2016, p. 59). To assess institutional commitment and governance, the 
key indicator is the existence of an ODL-specific strategic plan and governance framework. This 
indicator is formulated to measure whether the institution has a clearly formulated ODL policy and 
strategy document and the existence of a dedicated governance structure. The governance structure 
can be a dedicated department or unit created within the institution to address issues related to 
ODL. 
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Curriculum Design and Development 
 
Curriculum design and development is a critical component of ODL because the learning process 
relies heavily on well-structured learning materials, technology and carefully planned instructional 
strategies. Contemporary research emphasises that ODL curricula must be intentional, learner-
centred and aligned with real-world professional contexts to ensure meaningful learning and skill 
development (Abuhassna & Alnawajha, 2023). In distance education environments, curriculum 
development must therefore prioritise flexibility, learner autonomy and authentic learning tasks 
that reflect workplace realities. One important indicator of quality ODL curriculum design is 
alignment between the curriculum content, intended learning outcomes and labour market needs. 
Outcome-based curriculum planning ensures that the competencies acquired by learners 
correspond to professional and societal demands (Branch & Dousay, 2015). In addition, effective 
ODL curricula rely on systematic instructional design models that guide course development and 
delivery. Instructional design frameworks such as the analyse, design, develop, implement and 
evaluate (ADDIE) model provide a structured process for analysing learner needs, designing course 
content, developing learning resources, implementing instruction and evaluating learning 
outcomes (Sanchez-García et al., 2023). Likewise, the technological pedagogical content knowledge 
framework emphasises the integration of technology, pedagogy and disciplinary knowledge to 
ensure effective technology-enhanced learning in digital environments (Koehler & Mishra, 2008). 
Based on these perspectives, key indicators of effective curriculum design in ODL include the 
following: 
 

• curriculum alignment with learning outcomes and labour market needs 
• application of instructional design models suited for distance education, such as ADDIE and 

the technological pedagogical content knowledge framework 
 
More explicitly, the curricula must be outcome-based, modular and flexible. The competencies to be 
developed must be clearly defined, include progression pathways and incorporate technology-
enhanced learning strategies. Curricula should undergo annual review cycles informed by learner 
feedback, labour market shifts and technological trends to maintain relevance and alignment with 
QA standards. 
 
Learning Materials and Content Quality 
 
Learning materials and content quality play a key role in the success of ODL. According to research, 
in the context of ODL, quality content must not only be limited to text but also include rich media, 
interactivity activities and learner-engagement strategies, which enhance participation, motivation 
and learning outcomes in digital environments (Akpen et al., 2024; Rajabalee et al., 2020). Based on 
this, the key indicators that assess these aspects are: 
 

• availability and accessibility of high-quality, interactive and multimedia learning materials 
• use of open educational resources where appropriate 

 
Moreover, the learning resources should be pedagogically sound and regularly updated. They 
should be accessible in multiple formats and inclusive of different learning styles and abilities. 
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Learner Support and Engagement 
 
Given the physical separation between learners and institutions, structured and responsive support 
systems play a critical role in enhancing retention, reducing dropout rates, and promoting 
meaningful participation. Evidence shows that comprehensive support services such as academic 
advising, mentoring, administrative assistance. and timely feedback help address both academic 
and psychosocial challenges, thereby strengthening learner persistence and overall performance 
(Simpson, 2012; Tait, 2014). 
 
Effective learner support in ODL encompasses a range of services, including orientation, tutoring, 
counselling and technical assistance, delivered through both synchronous and asynchronous 
modes. These services ensure that learners remain connected, motivated, and capable of navigating 
the demands of independent study. To assess the effectiveness of learner support and engagement, 
key indicators typically include: 
 

• the availability and accessibility of academic, technical and psychosocial support services 
• learner satisfaction levels and retention or completion rates 
• the efficiency of support systems, measured through response times (e.g., within 24 hours), 

issue resolution rates and learner satisfaction benchmarks (e.g., above 80%) 
 
Because ODL learners are often geographically dispersed and study in isolation, the quality, 
accessibility and responsiveness of support systems are decisive factors in determining their 
academic success and overall learning experience. 
 
Assessment and Feedback 
 
Assessment and feedback are also important factors that characterise successful ODL initiatives. 
Authentic assessment and timely feedback are strong motivations for remote learners because they 
maintain academic integrity and promote deep learning and retention in ODL (Conrad & Openo, 
2018). The key indicators for assessing these are: 
 

• alignment of assessment strategies with learning outcomes 
• provision of timely, constructive and multi-format feedback 

 
In an ODL course, the quality assessment should be characterised by various formats, such as 
quizzes, projects and e-portfolios. These should be designed to verify mastery of predetermined 
competencies in flexible and learner-friendly ways. 
 
Faculty Competence and Professional Development 
 
In an ever-changing world driven by various digital technologies, institutions willing to roll out ODL 
initiatives must ensure that faculty have the required competencies and that professional 
development programmes are in place for continuous updates. 
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In today’s technology-driven society, faculty quality in ODL is no longer evaluated based solely on 
subject matter expertise. Increasingly, it is also assessed in terms of instructors’ digital competence 
and their ability to effectively design, manage, and facilitate online learning environments (Koehler 
& Mishra, 2009; Redecker, 2017). Lecturers’ proficiency in digital tools, online pedagogy and learner 
engagement significantly influences the effectiveness and perceived value of online education (Dang 
et al., 2024; Moreira et al., 2023). Based on this, key indicators for assessing faculty competence and 
professional development are: 
 

• faculty training in digital pedagogy, instructional design and online facilitation 
• ongoing opportunities for skills upgrading and peer learning 

 
This is an indication that institutions must provide continuous professional development to enable 
faculty members to effectively design, deliver and evaluate ODL programmes. 
 
Technological Infrastructure and Accessibility 
 
The potential of digital technology to transform instructional processes and widen access to 
learning cannot be overemphasised. Technology enhances access and learning, particularly in 
settings with limited resources, by expanding participation, overcoming geographic barriers, and 
supporting flexible learning environments (Timotheou et al., 2023; Zou et al., 2025). 
 
To measure whether institutions have embraced technology in their ODL initiative, the key 
indicators are: 
 

• reliability and scalability of learning management systems (LMSs) 
• mobile accessibility and offline options for low-bandwidth areas 

 
Institutions must ensure that ODL platforms are user-friendly, secure and designed to support 
various modes of learning that include asynchronous, synchronous, blended and hybrid. 
 
Learner Performance and Outcomes 
 
Learner performance and outcomes are critical indicators in the success of an ODL initiative. 
Research has proven that outcome-based indicators provide evidence that ODL programmes are 
achieving their core mission of expanding meaningful learning (International Commission on the 
Futures of Education, 2021). The key indicators for measuring learner performance and outcomes 
are: 
 

• course completion and graduation rates 
• learner employability and progression to further education 
• regular mapping of learner performance to QA indicators to identify gaps in curriculum, 

instruction and learner support, informing data-driven improvements 
 
A programme’s effectiveness is measured by learners’ achievement, and that is translated into job 
readiness, skill application in the workplace and lifelong learning. 
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QA Mechanisms and Continuous Improvement 
 
An institution engaged in ODL should have a clear mechanism for QA and continuous improvement. 
Continuous improvement is based on feedback data and peer review. These factors are pivotal in 
maintaining quality in a dynamic ODL environment (COL, 2015). Key indicators that facilitate the 
measurement of the QA mechanism and continuous improvement plan in an institution are: 
 

• existence of internal and external QA systems 
• regular programme reviews cycles and stakeholder feedback integration 

 
Each institution is encouraged to cultivate a culture of QA. This requires putting in place a 
mechanism that regularly monitors, evaluates and continually refines policies and practices. 
 
Equity, Inclusion and Gender Responsiveness 
 
In today’s ever-changing society, quality in ODL must also address equity. This involves 
guaranteeing the support and representation of under-represented and marginalised groups. 
Measuring equity, inclusion and gender responsiveness in an ODL programme can be done using 
the following key indicators: 
 

• enrolment and retention data disaggregated by gender, disability and geography 
• availability of inclusive resources and accommodations 

 
It is paramount for ODL programmes to be inclusive from the outset, reflecting the diversity of 
learners and their contexts (Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2020). 
 
The starting point for institutional accountability, accreditation and continuous improvement is the 
definition and application of QA indicators that are specific to ODL. Each institution must ensure 
that indicators reflect the unique characteristics of distance learning and align with national and 
international standards. I strongly believe that an institution that adopts a comprehensive, context-
sensitive QA framework is better positioned to deliver effective, equitable and sustainable ODL 
programmes that meet the needs of diverse learners and societies. 
 
Aligning ODL Practices with National and International Accreditation 
Standards 
 
Globally, ODL is gradually becoming an important component of higher education. Institutions 
venturing into this form of learning have the daunting task of ensuring that their practices meet 
national and international accreditation standards. This is critical for institutional legitimacy, 
learner mobility and global competitiveness. Research has illustrated the importance of 
institutional alignment with the accreditation system as a pathway for the promotion of 
transparency, accountability and continuous quality improvement (COL, 2015; Global Education 
Monitoring Report Team, 2020). Moreover, the alignment guarantees the recognition, respect and 
transferability of ODL qualifications within and across jurisdictions. This section covers the clear 
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understanding needed of regulatory frameworks, quality benchmarks and the unique 
characteristics of ODL delivery, as well as how these are addressed in both local and global 
accreditation systems, to engage with the alignment process. 
 
Understanding Accreditation in the ODL Context 
 
Accreditation is the basis for the existence of any institution or programme in education. It refers to 
the formal process used by an external body to evaluate an institution or programme and determine 
whether it meets established quality standards. Within the context of ODL, the accreditation process 
involves the assessment of learning materials and outcomes as well as the delivery methods, learner 
support, technological infrastructure and assessment integrity. This aligns with Latchem's (2016, p. 
132) statement that "ODL accreditation must consider the pedagogical and structural differences 
that distinguish it from face-to-face learning, including learner autonomy, digital mediation, and 
flexible access". 
 
National Accreditation Standards for ODL 
 
In many countries, governments have established national QA agencies that provide structured 
frameworks specifically designed to regulate and support ODL. Consequently, institutions offering 
ODL programmes must comply with national higher education regulations, align with national 
qualifications frameworks and adhere to established QA policies to ensure academic quality and 
credibility. In terms of best practice, regulatory bodies often define explicit benchmarks for 
programme approval. For example, the National Universities Commission in Nigeria requires ODL 
providers to meet specific standards related to infrastructure, staff–student ratios and the quality 
of LMSs before accreditation is granted (Jung, 2023; Jung & Latchem, 2012; National Universities 
Commission, 2021). Looking at other best practices from research, the key elements commonly 
assessed during an accreditation process are: 
 

• institutional governance and strategic planning for ODL 
• curriculum relevance and alignment with national development priorities 
• faculty qualifications and digital teaching competence 
• learner support systems 
• assessment methods and academic integrity 
• technology use and accessibility 
• internal QA mechanisms 

 
International Accreditation and QA Frameworks 
 
As discussed earlier, accreditation is critical in upholding the standards and programmes of an 
institution. Globally, several bodies have organised themselves to offer guidance or accreditation 
for cross-border and transnational ODL programmes. International frameworks complement 
national QA systems by promoting global recognition, benchmarking and learner protection in ODL 
(Jung, 2023). To obtain and sustain international accreditation, institutions must systematically 
embed globally recognised quality standards into their governance structures, programme design, 
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learner support services, and evaluation systems. This alignment ensures consistency, credibility 
and continuous improvement in ODL provision (Jung, 2023). 
 
Several established frameworks guide this process. COL's quality assurance toolkit provides a 
comprehensive approach that emphasises equitable access, learner engagement and institutional 
capacity (Saxena & Panigrahi, 2019). Similarly, the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance 
in the European Higher Education Area offer a widely adopted framework that includes provisions 
for e-learning and digital education (European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher 
Education et al., 2015). 
 
At the global level, the International Network for Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education 
(2016) Guidelines of Good Practice establish core principles for quality assurance bodies, including 
those involved in distance and cross-border education. In parallel, Quality Matters (2020) provides 
a research-based peer-review rubric for evaluating and improving the design of online courses. 
Additionally, the Council for Higher Education Accreditation International Quality Group (2015) 
International Quality Principles promote ethical practice, transparency and accountability in cross-
border higher education. 
 
Strategies for Aligning ODL Practices with Accreditation Standards 
 
Internal QA systems 
As discussed earlier, institutions seeking international accreditation should begin by establishing a 
comprehensive and effective internal QA system that aligns with both national and international 
benchmarks. Such systems provide the foundation for consistency, accountability and continuous 
improvement in programme delivery. In Africa, the African Council for Distance Education (2025) 
has developed a continent-wide QA framework through its Quality Assurance and Accreditation 
Agency. The Quality Assurance Toolkit provides structured standards, performance indicators and 
evaluation instruments specifically designed for distance and online higher education institutions 
across the continent. Effective internal QA enables an institution to proactively monitor compliance 
and respond to accreditation requirements efficiently (Asamoah et al., 2025). Internal QA systems 
include regular programme reviews, stakeholder feedback loops and data-informed decision-
making. 
 
Policy harmonisation 
 
Institutions must ensure that ODL policies, procedures and institutional strategies are consistent 
with the provisions of a national regulatory body and internationally acceptable practices. This can 
be achieved by: 
 

• aligning policies on assessment, plagiarism, workload and credit hours with accreditation 
requirements 

• incorporating flexibility and innovation in programme offerings without compromising 
rigour or standards 

 
Benchmarking and gap analysis 
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Benchmarking and gap analysis are essential processes in strengthening quality assurance in ODL. 
COL has developed institutional quality assurance tools that enable universities to assess their 
readiness and performance against established ODL standards (COL, 2009; Global Education 
Monitoring Report Team, 2020; Saxena & Panigrahi, 2019). These tools support institutions in 
evaluating key areas such as programme design, learner support and technological infrastructure 
in line with international expectations. Institutions are therefore encouraged to carry out periodic 
benchmarking exercises by systematically comparing their current practices with the standards set 
by relevant accrediting and quality assurance bodies. Such comparative analysis helps to identify 
strengths as well as areas requiring improvement. Based on the findings, institutions can then 
develop targeted action plans to address identified gaps and enhance overall quality and 
compliance. 
 
Capacity building and staff development 
Capacity building is widely recognised as essential for sustaining a quality culture in higher 
education and embedding accreditation practices into routine institutional operations (Asamoah et 
al., 2025; Greere, 2023). Institutions must have a staff development plan well mapped out to train 
academic and administrative staff on accreditation expectations, QA principles and ODL-specific 
delivery standards. 
 
Stakeholder engagement 
Each actor in the accreditation process must feel a sense of belonging. Thus, institutions should 
endeavour to engage faculty, learners, employers and community stakeholders in the QA process to 
ensure relevance and responsiveness to accreditation goals (Asamoah et al., 2025; Greere, 2023). 
 
Aligning Technology and Assessment with Standards 
 
Technology integration 
Since technology is inevitable in today’s digitally driven society, institutions must ensure that all 
learning platforms and digital tools meet usability, security, accessibility and data privacy standards 
set by accrediting and QA agencies. Compliance with recognised frameworks such as the Web 
Content Accessibility Guidelines (World Wide Web Consortium, 2025) and institutional data 
governance policies is essential to guarantee inclusive participation, protect student data and 
maintain the integrity of digital learning systems (Alim, 2025; Staring et al., 2022). 
 
Assessment integrity 
Each institution engaged in ODL must develop clear policies for online examination integrity. This 
should also include identity verification, secure proctoring and continuous assessment practices 
aligned with accreditation norms. This practice is in line with Conrad and Openo's (2018, p. 37) 
assertion that “assessment validity and reliability are central to accreditation decisions in ODL, 
particularly when delivery is entirely digital”. 
 
Monitoring and Reporting for Accreditation 
 
Accreditation as an ongoing practice entails the verification of documents and processes to 
ascertain that they meet with established standards and norms. Therefore, institutions must 
maintain documentation and evidence for: 
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• curriculum development and delivery 
• faculty qualifications and training 
• learner performance and satisfaction 
• QA processes and outcomes 
• continuous improvement initiatives 

 
Besides these, quality assurance bodies often require institutions to produce self-study reports, 
annual quality reports, and to participate in external review processes. In the United Kingdom, the 
Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (2018) requires higher education providers to 
implement systematic monitoring and evaluation processes as part of their internal quality 
assurance systems, including the use of self-evaluation frameworks to support quality enhancement 
and accountability. Institutions are expected to undertake these self-evaluations rigorously and in 
good faith. 
 
Institutions that integrate accreditation requirements in every aspect of programme design, 
delivery and evaluation can deliver ODL courses that are credible, impactful and globally 
competitive. This starts with the alignment of ODL practices with national and international 
accreditation standards as a strategic imperative for those seeking to assure quality, gain 
recognition and meet the evolving expectations of learners and regulators. The key success factors 
for satisfactory alignment as discussed in this section include a holistic QA culture, a robust internal 
framework and continuous capacity enhancement. 
 
Designing Continuous Improvement Mechanisms for Online Course Design 
and Delivery 
 
In ODL, continuous improvement is critical for a sustainable, learner-centred and high-quality 
education. While learners’ needs are evolving, new technologies are emerging and pedagogic 
practices are changing, online course design and delivery must also be adapted to the trends. These 
challenge institutions to establish systematic, evidence-based mechanisms that could facilitate 
monitoring, evaluation and enhancement of course quality as an ongoing process (Conrad & Openo, 
2018). Continuous improvement within the context of ODL should be cyclical and iterative with a 
focus on planning, implementation, evaluation, feedback and revision. Furthermore, continuous 
improvement ensures that course delivery remains pedagogically sound, inclusive and responsive 
to both learners and instructors. This section discusses some strategies that could contribute to 
continuous improvement. 
 
Institutional Commitment to a Quality Culture 
 
According to Latchem (2016), creating a culture of continuous quality improvement begins with 
institutional commitment. Institutions must define clear policies and demonstrate visible 
leadership support. This could be done by developing a QA policy for online learning that 
emphasises regular review cycles, stakeholder engagement and innovation. Additionally, 
institutions could also align with national and international quality standards developed by COL 
(2015) and UNESCO (Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2020). 
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Adopt a Course Lifecycle Management Model 
 
Implementing a structured model to guide the development, delivery, evaluation and revision of 
online courses supports systematic quality improvement in digital learning. Course lifecycle and 
instructional design models promote iterative development and evidence-based revision, enabling 
institutions to embed continuous improvement in online education (Abuhassna & Alnawajha, 
2023). The ADDIE model with feedback loops at every stage can be used in the course lifecycle 
model (Branson et al., 1975a, 1975b). Elements of the course lifecycle model entail: 
 

• planning: needs assessment, learning outcomes definition 
• design: pedagogical strategies, content structure, media planning 
• development: content creation, instructional design, accessibility features 
• implementation: delivery via LMS, learner support, faculty training 
• evaluation and improvement: feedback collection, analytics review, content revision 

 
Multi-Level Evaluation Frameworks 
 
Continuous improvement in ODL can be enhanced through the use of structured evaluation models 
such as Kirkpatrick’s four-level framework covering reaction, learning, behaviour and results 
(Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2016) as well as the CIPP model, which examines context, input, process 
and product dimensions (Stufflebeam, 2000). These models provide a comprehensive approach to 
evaluating online programmes from multiple perspectives, enabling institutions to move beyond 
simple participation metrics and assess meaningful learning outcomes, behavioural changes and 
overall impact (Satyawati & Waruwu, 2024; Stufflebeam, 2000). More explicitly, such frameworks 
typically assess (a) the extent to which learners achieve intended outcomes and develop 
competencies; (b) the quality of learner engagement and experience; (c) the broader institutional 
or programmatic impact; (d) the value created through the practical application of knowledge and 
skills; and (e) the use of evaluation findings to support continuous improvement and evidence-
based decision-making (Alsalamah & Callinan, 2021; Zhang et al., 2011). 
 
Learning Analytics and Data-Driven Feedback 
 
Learning analytics enables institutions to monitor learning processes and student engagement 
through real-time data, transform QA from a retrospective audit into a real-time into continuous, 
evidence-based improvement of teaching and learning (Hilliger et al., 2022; Saqr & López-Pernas, 
2024). The use of learning analytics to monitor learner behaviour, engagement patterns and 
performance in real time is a necessity in today’s digital society. Most LMSs now have analytics 
dashboards imbedded in them. The dashboard can provide information on the time learners spent 
on tasks, course completion and dropout rates, participation in discussion forums and the success 
rates assessment. Each institution can generate this information by setting key performance 
indicators for course quality. Depending on the institutional assessment policy, a learner can be 
declared successful if the concern has ≥ 80% completion rate and ≥ 75% learner satisfaction. 
Moreover, the institution can use predictive analytics to identify at-risk learners and intervene 
early. 
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Stakeholder Feedback and Course Review Processes 
 
According to Conrad and Openo (2018), triangulating data from learners, instructors and peers 
enriches the improvement process and builds a shared understanding of quality in an ODL 
programme. Survey data collected from learners at the end of a course can provide feedback 
mechanisms. The survey could cover aspects such as content relevance, usability, interaction and 
support services. Instructor reflections and teaching journals are also strong sources of information 
to capture delivery challenges and successes. Similarly, a peer review report from faculty also 
constitutes a useful source of feedback. 
 
In terms of key performance indicator (KPI) data derived from these inputs, institutions are 
encouraged to implement measurable benchmarks within their monitoring frameworks. Suggested 
KPIs include course completion rates ≥ 80%, learner satisfaction ≥ 75% and successful intervention 
with at-risk learners ≥ 70%. These benchmarks enable institutions to assess performance, identify 
gaps and improve targeted practices. Together with systematic data triangulation, KPI-driven 
evaluation facilitates evidence-based decision-making and accountability processes while fostering 
and sustaining quality enhancement of learning within ODL contexts (Jung, 2012; Zawacki-Richter 
& Jung, 2023). Delays in course updates or failure to integrate feedback may result in outdated 
materials, lower learner satisfaction and reduced compliance with accreditation standards. 
 
Course Revision and Redevelopment Cycles 
 
Courses that are regularly reviewed are relevant and responsive to the needs of the labour market. 
Corroborating this perspective, a scheduled, transparent revision cycle ensures that online courses 
evolve with the changing needs of the labour market, technological innovation and learner contexts 
(Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2020). Thus, institutionalising a scheduled review 
period every two years for content updates and instructional redesign, informed by feedback and 
analytics, makes the content relevant. The revision process could focus on: 
 

• ensuring content accuracy, currency and inclusivity 
• integrating new multimedia or digital tools 
• improving accessibility and universal design for learning 
• restructuring for better cognitive flow and learner engagement 

 
Faculty Development and Support Systems 
 
Ongoing professional development for faculty is a critical success factor in an institution's desire to 
continuously improve. This assertion aligns with research showing that faculty are central to 
institutional QA and continuous improvement, and therefore their professional development must 
be embedded within QA systems to sustain teaching quality and institutional improvement 
(Asamoah et al., 2025; Kayyali, 2024, Chapter 1). Thus, institutions must have an ongoing plan to 
empower instructors through ongoing training and communities of practice in areas such as digital 
pedagogy, course evaluation and instructional redesign. The continuous professional development 
programme could take the form of: 
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• workshops on course analytics interpretation and content revision 
• mentoring programmes and peer learning circles 
• access to instructional designers and multimedia support teams 

 
QA Checklists and Rubrics 
 
It is imperative that, as part of the continuous improvement process, institutions develop QA 
checklists and rubrics to guide assessment. If an institution is exploring the potential of technology 
in the delivery of ODL, then it must develop and institutionalise QA tools, such as: 
 

• online course design rubrics 
• self-assessment checklists for instructors before course launch 
• peer review rubrics aligned with institutional or national QA frameworks 

 
These tools are crucial in ensuring consistency, transparency and objectivity in evaluating course 
quality. 
 
Documentation and Reporting 
 
As part of the continuous improvement process, institutions must document and report on their 
success story. Thus, institutions are encouraged to maintain a QA portfolio for each course, 
including: 
 

• course blueprint and design documents 
• learner feedback summaries 
• analytics reports 
• revision logs and action plans 

 
This documentation is part of the requirements for accreditation, internal audits and knowledge 
management. 
 
Maintaining academic excellence, learner satisfaction and institutional credibility in ODL requires a 
continuous improvement mechanism for online course design and delivery. It is imperative that 
institutions put in place dynamic systems that respond effectively to emerging challenges and 
opportunities in the domain of ODL. Such systems can be achieved through structured models, data 
analytics, stakeholder engagement and quality-focused leadership. A strong culture of quality not 
only enhances learner outcomes but also drives innovation and sustainability in online education. 
 
Developing Learner and Faculty Feedback Systems to Inform Quality 
Improvements 
 
In ODL, effective feedback systems play key roles in fostering continuous quality improvement. 
Moreover, they enable institutions to gather evidence-based facts for learners and faculty. This 
information contributes to shaping decisions on course design, delivery, technology use, learner 
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support and faculty development (Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2020). Furthermore, 
effective feedback systems contribute to the identification of strengths and weaknesses, paving the 
way for the promotion of inclusive participation, accountability and responsiveness in the teaching-
learning process. Structured, systematic and iterative mechanisms that ensure data collection, 
analysis, action and follow-up constitute a solid base for an impactful feedback system at the 
institutional level. 
 
Principles of Effective Feedback Systems 
 
A feedback system that is accessible, inclusive and iterative contributes to evidence-based 
educational decision-making by providing continuous learner data that educators use to evaluate 
instruction and improve teaching practices (Amani, 2025; Lipnevich & Panadero, 2021; Wilcox et 
al., 2021). Institutions desiring to develop feedback systems that inform quality and meaningful 
improvement should ensure that it is: 
 

• timely: collected at points where interventions can be made, such as during mid-semester 
• anonymised: to promote honest and constructive responses 
• multi-channelled: offering both quantitative and qualitative inputs 
• action-oriented: feeding directly into courses, programme and institutional development 

cycles 
• inclusive: reflecting diverse voices across gender, ability and learning contexts 

 
Learner Feedback Systems 
 
There are different kinds of learner feedback systems, among which are the following: 
 
End-of-course evaluation surveys 
Regular and systematic collection of learner feedback is essential for understanding students’ 
experiences and improving teaching quality. Structured feedback mechanisms allow educators and 
institutions to analyse learner perceptions, identify challenges in instructional design and enhance 
engagement and learning outcomes. Analysing feedback data supports evidence-based 
improvements in teaching and learning environments (Brandmo & Gamlem, 2025; Leenknecht et 
al., 2023; Schaefer et al., 2024). According to best practice, end-of-course evaluation surveys are 
structured questionnaires administered to assess: 
 

• content clarity and relevance 
• instructor effectiveness 
• technology and platform usability 
• learner support adequacy 
• assessment fairness and feedback quality 

 
The survey instruments are Likert-scale questions and open-ended responses. 
 
Mid-course or formative feedback 
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Mid-course or formative feedback plays a pivotal role in enhancing the quality of ongoing course 
delivery. It provides instructors with timely and actionable insights into learners’ progress, enabling 
them to make necessary adjustments to instructional strategies, learning materials and support 
mechanisms before the course concludes. When provided during the learning process, formative 
feedback significantly strengthens learner motivation, fosters self-regulated learning and 
contributes to improved academic outcomes (Carless & Boud, 2018; Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Nicol 
& Macfarlane-Dick, 2006). 
 
Unlike summative feedback delivered after final assessments, formative feedback supports 
continuous improvement by allowing both instructors and learners to respond proactively to 
emerging learning needs. Consequently, higher education institutions are encouraged to formalise 
mid-course feedback systems that systematically collect student input at the midpoint of course 
delivery. Such mechanisms enable timely refinements in content delivery, assessment design, 
learner engagement and the effective use of technological tools in online and blended learning 
environments (Shute, 2008; Winstone & Carless, 2020). 
 
Focus group discussions and learner panels 
Focus group discussions are qualitative techniques used for the collection of in-depth feedback from 
learners. Unlike standard surveys, focus groups allow participants to elaborate on their perceptions 
and experiences through guided discussion. In higher education QA systems, learner panels and 
focus groups are widely used to explore issues such as course challenges, workload, digital platform 
usability and inclusion. These qualitative approaches often produce richer insights than traditional 
course evaluation surveys because learners can contextualise their experiences and propose 
improvements (Al Ahmad et al., 2025). 
 
Automated feedback tools and analytics 
With the rapid proliferation of various learning technologies, institutions could integrate learning 
analytics with surveys and automated feedback systems into course evaluation processes. Learning 
analytics involves collecting and analysing data about learners and their learning environments to 
optimise teaching and learning processes (Bergdahl, 2024). 
 
Modern LMSs generate dashboards that visualise learners' engagement patterns, assignment 
completion, forum activity and time spent on learning activities. Such data allow instructors to 
monitor participation and make timely instructional adjustments (Kaliisa et al., 2022). Integrating 
learning analytics with survey-based feedback provides a more comprehensive understanding of 
the learning experience by combining direct learner feedback with behavioural data from digital 
platforms. 
 
Faculty Feedback Systems 
 
A faculty feedback system is paramount in enhancing the quality of learning outcomes. Instructors’ 
experiences and reflections provide valuable insights that support institutional quality 
improvement. This can be achieved through several techniques presented below. 
 
Course reflection logs 
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Providing a platform for faculty to share their course perspectives is crucial for achieving quality 
learning outcomes. Institutions are encouraged to make it a practice for instructors to reflect after 
each teaching cycle or at the end of the academic year to analyse observations, successes and 
difficulties and make suggestions for improvement. Structured reflection logs enable instructors to 
document their observations after each teaching cycle, including successes, challenges and 
suggestions for improvement. Reflective practice supports professional growth and helps 
instructors critically analyse their teaching strategies (Williams, 2024). 
 
Peer observation and review 
Peer observation allows instructors to review each other’s teaching practices, course design 
approaches, and learner engagement strategies. Constructive dialogue following peer observations 
promotes professional learning, knowledge sharing and continuous improvement within course 
teams (Al Ahmad et al., 2025). Increasingly, faculty constitute themselves as course teams. They can 
jointly conduct peer evaluations of course delivery and design and promote knowledge exchange 
and collegial improvement. 
 
Annual faculty experience surveys 
Faculty feedback is essential for addressing challenges and sharing best practices. This could 
contribute to aligning institutional support structures with the practical realities of course delivery. 
An annual faculty experience survey could be designed to capture insights on issues such as teaching 
workload, functionalities of the LMS, access to training and resources and collaboration with 
instructional designers. Systematic faculty feedback helps institutions align support systems with 
the practical realities of course delivery and improve teaching effectiveness (Williams, 2024). 
 
Designing Feedback Instruments 
 
While feedback is important for improving the quality of learning outcomes, effective feedback 
instruments should be aligned with course and programme objectives and designed to ensure 
reliability, validity and accessibility. Instruments should also be culturally sensitive and accessible 
(including for persons with disabilities). Best practice recommends combining balanced between 
closed (quantitative) and open-ended (qualitative) items to capture both measurable trends and 
detailed learner perspectives. Integrating multiple feedback sources including surveys, focus 
groups, learning analytics and faculty reflections, provides institutions with a comprehensive 
understanding of teaching effectiveness and learner engagement. Table 9.1 shows a sample of focus 
areas where feedback can be provided. 
 
Table 9.1: Sample focus areas 

Stakeholder Feedback themes  
Learners Course content, instructor effectiveness, support services, assessment, inclusivity  
Faculty Curriculum design, digital tools, workload, institutional policies, learner engagement  

 
Data Management and Analysis 
 
Effective feedback largely depends on the quality of the collected data and how it is analysed. 
“Without systematic analysis, feedback becomes anecdotal rather than actionable” (COL, 2015, p. 
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21). Based on this assertion, institutions must ensure that data collected is properly collected. 
Institutions can: 
 

• use software such as Qualtrics, Google Forms, SurveyMonkey or LMS-integrated tools to 
collect and aggregate responses 

• analyse data using statistical and thematic analysis to identify trends and actionable areas 
• disaggregate data by gender, age, disability and location to inform equity-focused 

interventions 
 
Feedback-to-Action Loop 
 
Feedback-to-action is essential for ensuring that faculty meaningfully utilise collected data to 
improve teaching and learning. Establishing transparent feedback loops fosters a participatory 
learning culture while clearly demonstrating the institution’s commitment to responsiveness and 
continuous improvement (Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2020). To build trust and 
promote ongoing participation, institutions must close the feedback loop by communicating results 
of actions taken back to stakeholders through accessible means. Similarly, feedback action could be 
in the form of incorporating findings into course redesign, faculty training and platform 
enhancements. Finally, it could also be done by tracking the impact of interventions to validate 
changes. 
 
Embedding Feedback in QA Frameworks 
 
Institutions delivering ODL are encouraged to embed learner and faculty feedback into their 
internal QA framework to support evidence-based decision-making and align programme delivery 
with institutional quality and equity goals (Kanwar et al., 2019; Marciniak, 2018). This is to ensure 
that feedback data contribute to influencing key governance structures such as curriculum review 
committees, academic boards, programme reaccreditation processes and institutional strategic 
planning. Subsequently, learner and faculty feedback should be integrated into the institution’s 
internal QA system. 
 
To ensure continuous quality enhancement in ODL, it is important to establish effective learner and 
faculty feedback systems. Systems that are inclusive, data-driven and systematically embedded 
within institutional processes yield the best results. A well-designed and implemented feedback 
mechanism serves as a powerful tool for shaping responsive course delivery, informed policy 
decisions and enriched teaching and learning experiences across digital platforms (Bulut et al., 
2019; Jiménez-Bucarey et al., 2021). 
 
Chapter Summary 
 
This chapter, designed to address issues related to QA and regulatory compliance, provided a 
comprehensive exploration of how institutions can ensure excellence and accountability in ODL in 
higher education. The chapter started by providing explanations on key QA indicators applicable to 
ODL, learner support, instructional design and technological infrastructure. Subsequently, it 
examined strategies for aligning institutional practices with national and international 
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accreditation standards as a way to enhance credibility and cross-border recognition. The chapter 
also outlined the development of mechanisms that support continuous improvement of online 
course design and delivery. Finally, the chapter wrapped up with the role of structured learner and 
faculty feedback systems as essential tools for driving data-informed quality improvements. I 
believe that these elements are critical in providing a robust framework for embedding quality and 
regulatory compliance into the core of ODL programmes. 
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Chapter 10: Monitoring, Evaluation and Impact Assessment 
 
Introduction 
 
As many higher education institutions increasingly embrace open and distance learning (ODL), it is 
imperative to establish a robust monitoring, evaluation and impact assessment system to ensure 
effectiveness, accountability and continuous improvement. This chapter, “Monitoring, Evaluation 
and Impact Assessment”, has been written to discuss how institutions can embed data-informed 
practices across their operations. Given that ODL practices are different from traditional face-to-
face learning, the chapter begins by outlining how to establish key performance indicators (KPIs)  
and metrics tailored to distance education. This, in return, offers institutions possibilities to 
systematically track and enhance programme effectiveness. The chapter also covers the integration 
of data analytics with existing applications for real-time monitoring and decision-making. 
Additionally, the chapter covers issues related to formative and summative assessments and 
provides guidelines on how each informs responsive policy and programme development. Finally, 
the chapter discusses the importance of promoting a culture of evidence-based decision-making 
across all levels of the institution while ensuring that planning, resource allocation and quality 
assurance processes are guided by reliable and actionable data. 
 
Performance Indicators and Metrics to Track ODL Effectiveness 
 
ODL is increasingly viewed as a viable pathway for delivering higher education, which creates a 
need to develop robust performance indicators and metrics to assess and enhance its effectiveness. 
Since the context of ODL differs from that of face-to-face delivery modes, institutions require 
specialised monitoring tools such as learning analytics and quality assurance systems to evaluate 
learner success, instructional quality, technological efficiency and institutional sustainability 
(Lifuka, 2025). To guide institutions in decision-making, accountability, quality assurance and 
continuous improvement, there is a need for performance indicators to measure evidence of 
progress and impact. These indicators must align with the institution's strategic goals, learner 
needs, quality standards and the pedagogical models of ODL delivery. 
 
Principles for Effective Performance Measurement in ODL 
 
Effective performance indicators in ODL should be context-sensitive, evidence-based and aligned 
with quality assurance frameworks. To operationalise this, each principle should be supported with 
measurable metrics: 
 

• Specific to the distance and online learning environment: Indicators should be reflective of 
ODL characteristic like flexibility and remote access (e.g., percentage of courses available 
asynchronously ≥ 90% or learning management system (LMS) uptime, ≥ 99%) to ensure 
reliable digital delivery. 

• Measurable and data-driven: Measurable should be based on observable data like course 
completion rates (≥ 80%), learners retention rate and engagement analytics (e.g., login 
frequency, time-on-task) to justify objective evaluation. 
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• Aligned with institutional, national and international quality frameworks: Indicators could 
range from programme accreditation status (accredited vs unaccredited) to compliance 
scores against a set of quality assurance standards, as well as alignment with qualification 
frameworks nationally (if such frameworks exist) and internationally to affirm credibility 
and comparability (Jung, 2012). 

• Learner-centred, focusing on access, equity and outcome: Metrics should measure inclusivity 
and success in terms of learner satisfaction (≥ 75%), gender parity index and participation 
rates of underserved groups reflecting equitable access and outcomes (Global Education 
Monitoring Report Team, 2023). 

• Responsive to technology, pedagogy and infrastructure: Indicators should assess system 
adaptability, for example, percentage of courses optimised for low bandwidth, mobile 
accessibility rates and faculty adoption of digital pedagogy tools, ensuring responsiveness to 
evolving learning environments. 

• Responsive to technology, pedagogy and infrastructure: Indicators should evaluate system 
adaptability, for example, percentage of courses optimised for low bandwidth and mobile 
access rates, faculty usage rates of digital pedagogy tools in the classroom and 
responsiveness to the changing learning environments. 

 
As Latchem (2018) has stated, ODL needs indicators that consider flexibility or learner autonomy 
alongside digital engagement and accessibility. The integration of such metrics into performance 
systems allows institutions to produce credible, actionable insights that are unique to the institution 
and drive continuous improvement and ensure relevance in digitally mediated education. 
 
Key Categories of ODL Performance Indicators 
 
ODL performance indicators are classified into different categories. 
 
Access and participation indicators 
These metrics evaluate how well the institution is reaching its intended audiences, for example: 
 

• enrolment rates by programme, region, gender, and disability 
• growth in learner registrations over time 
• access to digital infrastructure (internet, devices, platforms) 
• ratio of first-generation learners or those from rural areas 

 
Access indicators in ODL help measure equity and institutional reach, especially among 
underserved populations (UNESCO, 2020). 
 
In the domain of ODL, this indicator refers to measurable elements that track how learners enter, 
engage with and persist in ODL programmes. The indicator is essential, as it evaluates how well 
institutions support equitable education opportunities and sustained engagement, particularly 
among non-traditional learners (Tait, 2018). 
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Learner engagement and satisfaction indicators 
Learner engagement and satisfaction are critical indicators of quality in ODL which influence both 
academic success and course completion rates (Kebritchi et al., 2017). Learner engagement in the 
context of ODL includes behavioural dimensions, such as participation in online discussions; 
emotional dimensions, such as interest or motivation; and cognitive dimensions, such as investment 
in learning strategies. On the other hand, satisfaction indicators measure the learner’s perceived 
value of the course. This includes the quality of instruction, support services and technology used. 
Institutions use these indicators to evaluate the effectiveness of the ODL programme, enhance 
retention, improve learning outcomes and ensure institutional quality. Here are some metrics that 
reflect the quality of the learner experience and interaction with the ODL environment: 
 

• logins and activity on the LMS 
• participation in discussion forums, webinars and group projects 
• feedback from learner satisfaction surveys 
• engagement with multimedia, simulations or interactive tools 

 
Monitoring learner engagement enables institutions to identify learning barriers early and 
implement timely, targeted interventions to improve learner success (Yılmaz & Yılmaz, 2022). 
 
Academic performance and progress indicators 
In the domain of ODL, the extent to which learners are achieving the learning outcomes and 
advancing through the courses is measured using academic performance and progress indicators: 
 

• Academic performance refers to measurable learning outcomes such as assessment scores 
(assignments, quizzes, exams), dropout rates and completion rates. 

• Progress indicators track a learner's journey through a course or programme, including 
engagement levels, the frequency of access and the timely submission of work. 

 
These indicators help identify at-risk learners early while providing timely interventions and 
support in online learning settings (Muljana & Luo, 2019). 
 
Learning analytics, based on platforms like LMSs, captures these indicators in the context of ODL 
programmes. Tracking academic performance in ODL is essential because it evaluates the 
effectiveness of knowledge transmission and learner support systems, while enabling institutions 
to identify at-risk learners and improve instructional quality through data-driven interventions 
(Gaidelys et al., 2023). 
 
Retention and graduation rates 
In the context of ODL, retention and graduation rates are KPIs used to measure how many learners 
persist with and complete their studies within a given timeframe. Both internal factors such as 
motivation and self-regulation, and external factors such as institutional support and learning 
environment affecting learner persistence often influence the indicators (Muljana & Luo, 2019). 
This is due to factors such as learner isolation, lack of motivation, limited access to technology and 
external life commitments. Tailored strategies, like personalised support, flexible pacing and digital 
engagement tools, can improve these metrics. Indicators that measure institutional capacity to 
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retain and graduate learners include the first-year retention rate, the average time to programme 
completion and graduation rates by demographic category. In ODL, where attrition tends to be 
higher, retention is widely considered a key indicator of both instructional quality and learner 
support effectiveness (Muljana & Luo, 2019). 
 
Faculty and instructional quality indicators 
Faculty and instructional quality indicators in the domain of ODL assess the effectiveness, 
preparedness and ongoing development of educators, as well as the quality of instruction they 
deliver. These indicators help ensure that teaching meets academic standards and supports learner 
success in a remote or flexible learning environment. Faculty quality indicators on ODL focus on the 
academic qualifications, their proficiency in using digital platforms and their ability to design and 
deliver learner-centred online instruction that promotes interaction, engagement and effective 
learning outcomes (Baran et al., 2011; Martin et al., 2019; Rapanta et al., 2021). Explicitly, these 
indicators assess the preparedness and performance of academic staff: 
 

• percentage of faculty trained in online pedagogy and digital tools 
• faculty-learner ratio in online courses 
• instructor responsiveness and feedback quality 
• faculty satisfaction and workload balance 

 
The quality of ODL also depends on adequate instructor support, well-designed instructional 
content and reliable technological infrastructure that enable effective teaching, interaction and 
learner engagement (Martin et al., 2018; Rapanta et al., 2021). 
 
Technology and platform performance indicators 
Technology and platform performance indicators are important factors used to ensure quality, 
accessibility and learner satisfaction. Educators use these indicators to assess the functionality, 
reliability, scalability and user experience in digital learning environments. Key metrics include 
system uptime, load times, compatibility across devices, user interface design and integration with 
LMSs. Effective performance indicators are critical in helping institutions to monitor and strengthen 
technological infrastructure, ensuring learners and educators can reliably access content 
seamlessly and without disruption (Oubibi et al., 2024). In summary, the reliability and user 
experience of digital platforms can be assessed using the following methods: 
 

• system uptime and downtime statistics 
• response time and load speed of the LMS 
• user complaints and technical issue resolution time 
• mobile and low-bandwidth accessibility features 

 
The outcomes of the measure of technology and platform performance ensure that digital 
infrastructure aligns with pedagogical goals and user needs (Conrad & Openo, 2018). 
 
Employability and post-graduation outcomes 
ODL is gaining popularity as a viable mode of higher education, especially among learners who 
prioritise flexibility and accessibility. This mode of learning places emphasis on employability and 
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postgraduation outcomes for learners. Graduates from ODL programmes have a greater chance of 
gaining employment as compared to those from traditional universities. Factors such as employer 
perceptions, the quality of instructional design and the learner's ability to demonstrate digital and 
self-regulation skills influence employability (Zawacki-Richter & Qayyum, 2019). To track how well 
ODL programmes prepare learners for employment or further education, the following indicators 
can guide the measurement: 
 

• graduate employment rates within 6–12 months 
• employer satisfaction with graduate skills 
• enrolment in further study or professional programmes 

 
Best practices hold that “linking ODL outcomes to workforce readiness provides evidence of impact 
and relevance” (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2016, p. 19). 
 
Data Collection and Monitoring Strategies 
 
Data collection and monitoring strategies are a necessity to guarantee the effectiveness, equity, and 
quality of the learning experience. The process entails the systematic gathering of information on 
learner engagement, performance and progression through digital platforms and LMSs via online 
surveys, learning analytics, e-assessment data and learner feedback. Clear objectives, ethical 
considerations and real-time data are effective factors that support decision-making and 
customised learning pathways. Monitoring through learning analytics as an ongoing practice 
enables institutions to improve course design, identify at-risk learners early and ameliorate 
resource allocation, thereby strengthening learner retention and the overall effectiveness of ODL 
programmes (Akpen et al., 2024; Qazdar et al., 2023; Tamada et al., 2022). To operationalise these 
indicators, institutions must carry out the following tasks: 
 

• Make use of LMS analytics, learner information systems and survey tools: For example, real-
time dashboards such as LMS analytics dashboards (e.g., Moodle Analytics or Microsoft 
Power BI integrations) can visualise metrics like login frequency (collected weekly), time-
on-task (daily) and assignment submission rates (per assessment cycle), enabling timely 
interventions. 

• Conduct routine evaluations (midterm and end-of-course): Midterm survey dashboards such 
as Google Forms or Qualtrics visualisations can track learner satisfaction (collected mid-
semester) and engagement levels, while end-of-course reports aggregate completion rates 
and learning outcomes for summative review. 

• Use dashboards and reports for data visualisation and interpretation: Interactive 
visualisations such as heat maps of learner activity, progression funnels and predictive risk 
indicators should be updated in near real-time or weekly to support early identification of 
at-risk learners. 

• Apply disaggregated analysis to track equity and inclusion: Equity dashboards can display 
disaggregated data such as gender, location and socio-economic status collected per term or 
semester, helping institutions monitor participation gaps and target support interventions. 
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To build an effective monitoring system, COL (2015) has highlighted the use of both qualitative and 
quantitative data supported by dynamic dashboards and scheduled data collection cycles (daily for 
engagement analytics, weekly and termly for participation trends for outcome indicators) to drive 
a holistic understanding of ODL performance. 
 
Benchmarking and Standards Alignment 
 
Benchmarking and standards alignment are fundamental processes for ensuring quality, 
consistency and accountability in educational provision. Benchmarking involves systematically 
comparing institutional practices with recognised best practices, often using data from comparable 
institutions or established frameworks. Standards alignment ensures that curricula, instructional 
approaches and assessment strategies conform to national and international academic standards as 
well as regulatory requirements. 
 
For institutions implementing ODL, continuous benchmarking and alignment with established 
standards are essential for enhancing credibility, improving instructional delivery and effectively 
meeting diverse learner needs within flexible learning environments (Jung & Latchem, 2012). These 
processes also support transparency and accountability in quality assurance systems. 
 
At the national level, indicators of standards include national qualifications frameworks and 
benchmarks established by quality assurance agencies. Internationally, widely recognised 
frameworks include COL and the Asian Development Bank's (1999) quality assurance toolkit, the 
International Network for Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education's (2016) guidelines of 
good practice, UNESCO’s (2020) quality assurance guidelines for ODL and the Quality Matters 
(2020) rubric. Institutionalising benchmarking and standards alignment is critical, as it strengthens 
institutional credibility, facilitates external quality reviews and enables meaningful cross-
institutional comparison. 
 
Using Performance Metrics for Continuous Improvement 
 
Performance metrics play a critical role in fostering continuous improvement within ODL 
environments. They enable institutions to systematically evaluate the effectiveness of teaching 
strategies, levels of learner engagement and the efficiency of course delivery systems. Common 
indicators include learner satisfaction, course completion rates, academic performance outcomes 
and system usability. Through structured analysis of these data, educators and administrators can 
identify deficiencies in instructional design, technological infrastructure and learner support 
services, thereby enabling evidence-based decision-making to improve overall learning experiences 
(Al-Fraihat et al., 2020). 
 
Institutions that prioritise responsiveness, learner-centredness, and alignment with educational 
objectives embed continuous monitoring and iterative refinement into their ODL systems. To 
ensure meaningful impact, institutions should establish: 
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• feedback loops, which systematically connect data collection, analysis, implementation of 
improvements, and subsequent evaluation 

• stakeholder engagement, involving the transparent sharing of performance data with 
learners, faculty and institutional leadership 

• annual quality reports, which document trends, highlight challenges and showcase 
innovations in teaching and learning practices 

Importantly, performance data should not be archived solely for record-keeping purposes but 
should instead serve as actionable evidence to guide continuous, data-informed improvements in 
institutional practices and educational delivery (Schildkamp, 2019). 

From this perspective, the development and implementation of robust ODL performance indicators 
are essential for ensuring institutional effectiveness, accountability and sustained enhancement. 
Such indicators are most meaningful when they capture learners’ progression pathways, 
technological contexts, instructional quality and graduate outcomes. By institutionalising data-
driven monitoring systems aligned with established quality assurance frameworks, higher 
education institutions can deliver ODL programmes that are impactful, adaptive and sustainable. 
 
Integrating Data Analytics and Microsoft Power BI for Real-Time Monitoring 
in ODL 
 
In a context where there is a growing demand for ODL in higher education, data are at the heart of 
institutional responsiveness, quality assurance and learners' success. Readily available data 
analytics play a significant role in empowering institutions to not only rely on retrospective 
evaluation but also to shift to proactive, evidence-based decision-making by analysing educational 
data to inform timely interventions and strategic planning (Al-Zahrani & Alasmari, 2023; Ngulube 
& Ncube, 2025). Integrating a powerful business intelligence tool with ODL systems allows 
institutions to visualise KPIs, track progress and implement timely interventions. These tools allow 
for ongoing monitoring across academic, operational and administrative dimensions. They also 
provide dashboards and reports that support strategic oversight and operational efficiency. 
 
The Role of Data Analytics in ODL 
 
The potential of data analytics in enhancing the quality, accessibility and effectiveness of ODL 
cannot be overemphasised. Institutions can gain beneficial knowledge about learner engagement, 
performance and learning behaviours through the collection and analysis of learner data. This 
insight supports personalised learning paths, early identification of at-risk learners and improved 
course design for better learning outcomes largely depend on data-driven decisions (Daniel, 2017). 
Furthermore, data analytics inform curriculum reform, resource allocation and learning support 
strategies, creating a more responsive and learner-centred ODL environment (Ifenthaler & Yau, 
2020). The data for analysis and interpretation can be collected from digital learning environments 
such as: 
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• LMSs: Analytics from LMSs such as login frequency, time-on-task and discussion 
participation can be used to track engagement patterns and trigger early alerts for 
disengaged learners. However, interpretation must be cautious: high login frequency or time 
spent online does not necessarily indicate deep learning or comprehension, as learners may 
be passive or struggling (Ifenthaler & Yau, 2020). 

• Student information systems: Data such as enrolment status, demographics and progression 
rates can support cohort analysis, identify retention risks and guide targeted interventions. 
Yet, demographic correlations may risk overgeneralisation or bias if not triangulated with 
other data sources (Slade & Prinsloo, 2013). 

• Digital assessment platforms: Assessment analytics such as scores, attempt patterns and 
feedback uptake help identify learning gaps and inform adaptive instruction. Nonetheless, 
high scores may reflect surface learning or test familiarity rather than mastery, requiring 
complementary qualitative evaluation . 

• Faculty engagement records: Data on instructor activity such as feedback turnaround time 
and forum facilitation can be used to evaluate teaching presence and its impact on learner 
outcomes. However, quantity of interaction does not always equate to quality, and deeper 
pedagogical analysis is needed. 

• Learner feedback tools: Survey and feedback data provide insights into learner satisfaction, 
perceived challenges and support needs, informing course improvements. Still, such data 
may be subjective and influenced by response bias, requiring careful interpretation 
alongside behavioural analytics (Zawacki-Richter, 2022). 

 
Effective use of learning analytics requires the triangulation of multiple data sources and critical 
interpretation to avoid misleading conclusions, ensuring that data-driven decisions genuinely 
enhance learning quality in ODL environments (Ferguson, 2012; Siemens & Baker, 2012). 
Furthermore, analytics in online learning provides actionable insights that enable institutions to 
anticipate learner challenges, personalise learning experiences and optimise institutional decision-
making and resource allocation (Long & Siemens, 2011; Viberg et al., 2018). 
 
Overview of Microsoft Power BI 
 
With the help of Microsoft Power BI, a powerful business analytics tool, educators and 
administrators in ODL environments can visualise data and make informed decisions. The tool 
provides access to various data sources and the opportunity to create interactive dashboards. These 
features generate real-time insights to support academic performance monitoring, learner 
engagement analysis and institutional planning. Power BI enhances transparency and 
responsiveness by providing visual representations of student progress, course completion rates 
and resource utilisation (Microsoft, 2023). As a cloud-based analytics tool, it has the potential to 
transform raw data into interactive dashboards and business intelligence reports. The key features 
include: 
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• real-time data streaming from multiple sources 
• customisable visualisations (e.g., graphs, KPIs, maps) 
• data modelling and transformation via Power Query 
• natural language query interface 
• integration with Excel, SharePoint, Microsoft Azure and LMS application programming 

interface (APIs) 
 
With PowerBI, institutions can interpret complex data sets through intuitive visualisations and real-
time insights (Microsoft, 2022). 
 
Steps to Integrate Power BI with ODL Systems 
 
Identify key data sources 
 
To integrate Power BI with ODL systems, the first step is to determine which platforms and systems 
will serve as data sources. Table 10.1 shows data sources, challenges and solutions aligned with 
recommendations (Ally & Wark, 2019). Each data source maps out a corresponding challenge and 
recommends a solution. 
 
Table 10.1: Data sources, challenges and solutions  

Data source Challenge Solution 
Moodle or Canvas LMS Data fragmentation across 

courses and inconsistent activity 
logs can reduce reliability. 
 

Implement standardised data schemas and 
LMS data governance policies to ensure 
consistent tracking of engagement metrics 
such as login frequency, time-on-task and 
completion rates (Ifenthaler & Yau, 2020). 

Microsoft Teams or Zoom 
logs 

Meeting logs capture attendance 
but may not reflect meaningful 
participation or learning. 

Combine attendance data with interaction 
metrics (e.g., chat participation, polls, 
breakout activity) and triangulate these 
with assessment outcomes enables a more 
valid and multidimensional interpretation 
of student engagement quality (Henrie et 
al., 2015; Siemens & Baker, 2012). 

Learner information 
systems such as Banner 
and Oracle 

Data silos and limited 
interoperability between student 
information system and LMS 
hinder holistic learner analytics. 

Use data integration layers or APIs to 
synchronise data sets, enabling 
comprehensive dashboards that link 
demographics, progression and 
performance (Jung, 2012). 

Feedback survey platforms 
such as Google Forms and 
Qualtrics 

Low response rates and 
subjective bias may limit data 
validity 

Increase participation through embedded 
surveys and incentives and triangulate 
findings with behavioural data to 
strengthen interpretation (Creswell & 
Plano Clark, 2018; Dillman et al., 2014)). 

Excel sheets or comma-
separated values files from 
administrative 
departments 

Manual data entry increases the 
risk of errors and outdated 
information. 

Automate data pipelines and validation 
processes to ensure accuracy, timeliness 
and scalability of reporting systems 
(Ifenthaler & Yau, 2020). 
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Dashboard designs must closely align metric with the needs of stakeholders. For instance, 
institutional leaders may require high-level KPIs like completion rates, retention and return on 
investment; programme managers may track cohort progression, course performance and resource 
utilisation; instructors need indicators like learner engagement, assessment performance and at-
risk alerts; while learner support teams require access to real-time dashboards on learner activity, 
effectiveness of interventions (e.g., success rates) and equity indicators (e.g., gender or location 
disparities). Real-time or daily updates for engagement metrics, weekly and termly participation 
trends for outcome indicators to support timely and evidence-based decision-making (Henrie et al., 
2015; Ifenthaler & Yau, 2020). 
 
Establish data pipelines 
Establishing robust data pipelines is essential for effective analytics. By using a Power BI Data 
Gateway, institutions can maintain continuous connections to cloud-based data sources for 
automated updates. Data may also be ingested through direct imports or integrated via APIs, 
enabling seamless workflows that support reliable, real-time dashboard refreshes and informed 
decision-making (Pardo et al., 2019). 
 
Design dashboards for different users 
An inclusive dashboard design accommodates learners’, educators’ and administrators’ needs. 
Whilst each category of user plays a specific role in the system, the dashboard should be tailored to 
visualise and support the needs of all. Through a dashboard such as that seen in Table 10.2, learners 
can track their progress and deadlines, educators can access learner analytics to inform teaching 
interventions, and administrators can aggregate data to monitor institutional effectiveness 
(Schwendimann et al., 2017). User-centred design principles are crucial; they ensure that 
dashboards are intuitive, accessible and aligned with the specific goals of each user group. Table 
10.2 summarises institutional stakeholders and provides an example of real-time data that can be 
captured. Role-based dashboards tailored to address specific institutional needs could contain the 
features presented in the table. 
 
Table 10.2: Role-based dashboard 

Stakeholder Dashboards may include 
Academic leadership Enrolment trends, retention rates, programme 

performance 
Instructors Learner engagement, quiz performance, 

participation patterns 
Learner support At-risk student alerts, intervention outcomes, 

satisfaction data 
Information and communication technology, 
administration teams 

LMS uptime, login frequency, technical issue 
resolution 

 
Examples of Real-Time Metrics in Power BI Dashboards 
 
As discussed earlier, with the aid of Power BI dashboards, institutions can monitor learner 
engagement, content access patterns and course completion rates (Microsoft, 2023). The strength 
of dashboards lies in their ability to display live data on the number of active users on a learning 
platform. They can also show the login frequency, time spent on specific modules and assessment 
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submission rates. Visualising data through Power BI helps stakeholders detect trends, monitor key 
risks, and foster a data-driven quality culture in ODL environments” (UNESCO, 2020c). The 
integration of Power BI in LMSs like Moodle allows for seamless data capture and real-time 
visualisation, fostering a data-driven approach to personalised learning in ODL environments. For 
each KPI, dashboards should not only display data but also guide actionable decisions: 
 

• Active users on platform: A decrease in active users might indicate disengagement; 
institutions could react by sending targeted reminders, improving content interactivity or 
arranging synchronous sessions to re-engage learners. 

• Login frequency: Low or irregular login patterns can provoke an early warning signal for 
learners who are at risk, enabling timely interventions through academic advising or peer 
mentoring. 

• Time on modules: Too-low time may be associated with shallow engagement, and too-high time 
with struggles to learn; instructors can revise complexity of content or provide course materials 
accordingly. 

• Assessment submission rates: Delayed or missing submissions may signal disengagement, access 
challenges. Solutions include flexible deadlines, technical support and scaffolded assessment 
strategies. 

• Course completion rates: Low rates of course completion may indicate weaknesses in curriculum 
design or the provision of learner support, triggering a redesign of the course, different feedback 
mechanisms or better support services for learners. 

 
Crucially, these metrics may be inputted into predictive analytics models to detect patterns and 
predict learner risk, allowing educators to intervene proactively and with the data required as 
opposed to reactively (Ifenthaler & Yau, 2020). 
 
To operationalise the principles of user-centred and role-based dashboard design in ODL 
environments, it is essential to clearly map institutional stakeholders to the types of data they 
require for effective decision-making. Table 10.2 provides a structured overview of key stakeholder 
groups within the institution and illustrates the specific categories of real-time data that can be 
visualised through dashboards to support their functions. By aligning dashboard features with the 
distinct informational needs of academic leadership, instructors, learner support teams and 
administrative units, as outlined in Table 10.3, institutions can enhance data accessibility, improve 
responsiveness and promote evidence-based practices across all levels. Such role-specific 
dashboard design is widely recognised as critical for enabling meaningful interpretation of learning 
analytics and supporting targeted interventions that improve learner outcomes and institutional 
performance (Schwendimann et al., 2017). 
 
Table 10.3: Metric category and real-time KPIs 

Metric category Examples of real-time KPIs 
Learner engagement Number of LMS logins, time-on-task, forum contributions 
Academic performance Assessment scores, pass and fail rates, module completion percentage 
Retention and progression Dropout warnings, credit accumulation rate, course progression 
Faculty activity Response time to queries, content updates, feedback frequency 
System performance Uptime percentage, page load speed, device or browser usage 
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Embedding Predictive Analytics for Early Interventions 
 
Predictive analytics strengthens ODL monitoring by helping institutions identify learners who may 
be at risk of disengagement, poor performance or dropout before problems become severe. By 
analysing data such as LMS login frequency, time on task, assessment scores, submission patterns 
and participation in virtual learning environments, institutions can build predictive models that 
estimate learner engagement and academic risk (Ifenthaler & Yau, 2020; Sghir et al., 2023). 
Dashboards and business intelligence tools such as Microsoft Power BI can support this process by 
visualising learner activity and performance trends in real time, enabling academic teams to detect 
risk patterns and design timely, personalised support interventions (Pardo et al., 2019; Susnjak et 
al., 2022). When linked with machine learning tools such as Microsoft Azure Machine Learning or 
Python-based models, Power BI can further support prediction of dropout probability, likelihood of 
course completion and academic risk levels. In this way, predictive analytics shifts learner support 
in ODL from reactive responses to proactive, evidence-based interventions that improve retention, 
engagement and learning outcomes (Banihashem et al., 2022; Ferguson, 2012). 
 
Ensuring Data Quality, Security and Ethics 
 
Data quality, security and adherence to ethical standards are critical for maintaining trust, 
compliance and the effectiveness of digital learning environments. While institutions aspire to make 
their ODL programmes competitive, it is important to ensure that the data collected is of high 
quality. High-quality data drives decision-making and the design of personalised learning pathways 
(Zawacki-Richter & Naidu, 2016). ODL systems transact sensitive learner data on cloud platforms. 
This requires a robust cybersecurity measure with encryption and secure access protocols to 
protect the data. Besides security, institutions must ensure ethical consideration, which involves 
transparency, informed consent and the responsible use of learner data, especially with data 
analytics and artificial intelligence-driven LMSs, to maintain trust and protect learner privacy 
(Ifenthaler & Schumacher, 2016). Furthermore, ethical analytics practices are essential for 
preserving trust, protecting learners’ rights and fostering responsible and accountable use of data 
use in education . Best practices in ensuring accuracy, privacy and ethical use of analytics include 
adhering to data protection laws such as local regulations, using role-based access control to 
dashboards, validating data sources for completeness and consistency and obtaining informed 
consent from learners and faculty for data use. 
 
To operationalise these principles, institutions can adopt a mini framework for data governance in 
ODL systems: 
 

• Step 1: Validate all imported data sets for completeness and consistency to ensure accuracy 
and reliability before analysis. 

• Step 2: Encrypt sensitive learner data both in transit and at rest to safeguard confidentiality 
and prevent unauthorised access. 

• Step 3: Create role-based access controls for dashboards, ensuring that stakeholders only 
access data relevant to their responsibilities. 
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In addition, institutions should implement periodic data audits and establish clear consent 
protocols, ensuring that learners are informed about how their data is collected, used and shared, 
with opportunities to opt in or out where appropriate (Ifenthaler & Yau, 2020). Best practices in 
ensuring accuracy, privacy and ethical use of analytics include adherence to data protection 
regulations, systematic validation of data sources, secure access management and transparent 
communication with learners and faculty regarding data use. 
 
Challenges and Considerations 
 
While the benefits of Power BI in ODL are enormous, its adoption presents several challenges and 
considerations. Data accessibility and integration pose significant hurdles. This is because data 
originates from different sources, including LMSs, which may require complex extract, transform 
load processes (Microsoft, 2023). Ensuring data privacy and compliance with applicable local 
regulations is a fundamental requirement when deploying analytics tools such as Power BI in 
educational contexts. At the same time, many educators and administrators may not possess 
sufficient data literacy to effectively leverage the platform’s advanced capabilities, thereby making 
targeted training and ongoing technical support essential (OECD, 2021a). Furthermore, institutions 
must carefully assess licensing models and associated costs, particularly when considering large-
scale implementation within publicly funded education systems, to ensure long-term sustainability 
(Microsoft, 2024). 
 
To mitigate these challenges, institutions should invest in systematic capacity building for both 
academic and administrative staff, establish dedicated data analytics teams and integrate data-
driven decision-making into institutional strategic planning and quality assurance processes. 
 
In summary, Microsoft Power BI presents a transformative opportunity for real-time monitoring in 
ODL environments. Through the use of comprehensive and interactive dashboards, institutions can 
generate actionable insights and predictive analytics that support informed decision-making, 
enhance learner success and improve operational efficiency. However, for sustained and effective 
use of Power BI, institutions must embed robust data governance structures and ethical 
frameworks to ensure accountability, transparency and meaningful impact within the ODL 
ecosystem (European Commission, 2022). 
 
Using Formative and Summative Evaluations to Inform Policy and Programme 
Improvements in ODL 
 
Systematic approaches to evaluation grounded in evidence-based decision-making are the 
cornerstones of effective policy and programme improvement in ODL. Formative and summative 
evaluation approaches are widely used in enhancing the quality, relevance and sustainability of ODL 
initiatives (UNESCO, 2020). Their strategic implementation provides a clear understanding of 
measures to be taken regarding assessment outcomes that could inform policy adjustment and 
programme redesign. 
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Understanding Formative and Summative Evaluations 
 
Formative evaluation 
Formative evaluation is a systematic and continuous process of assessing educational programmes, 
instructional strategies, and learning materials during their design and implementation stages, with 
the purpose of improving their effectiveness and efficiency (Dick et al., 2015). Within instructional 
design models, formative evaluation is specifically intended to generate data that inform the 
revision and enhancement of instructional materials and processes to better meet learners’ needs. 
In the context of ODL, formative evaluation is particularly significant because it supports the 
identification of learner characteristics, the refinement of instructional strategies and the 
improvement of accessibility and engagement in diverse and often distributed learning 
environments (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). ODL systems are complex and involve multiple interacting 
components — such as learners, technologies, instructional design and institutional structures — 
making continuous evaluation essential for maintaining effectiveness. 
 
Formative evaluation typically incorporates a range of feedback mechanisms, including learner 
feedback, peer review, pilot testing, and the analysis of learner performance data. These processes 
provide ongoing evidence that informs instructional adjustments and supports continuous 
improvement (Brown & Green, 2019). It is inherently forward-looking, enabling educators, 
implementers and policymakers to make real-time, data-driven decisions that enhance programme 
quality and learning outcomes. This process is especially critical in ODL environments, where 
limited face-to-face interaction and delayed feedback can hinder learner engagement. By providing 
continuous feedback and opportunities for improvement, formative evaluation helps sustain 
learner participation and supports academic achievement in technologically mediated learning 
contexts (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). 
 
Summative evaluation 
Summative evaluation refers to assessment carried out at the conclusion of an instructional period 
to judge the overall effectiveness, impact, and outcomes of a course or programme. It is primarily 
used to determine the extent to which learners have achieved the intended learning outcomes and 
to support decisions regarding the continuation, modification or improvement of the programme. 
Typically, summative assessment takes the form of final examinations, end-of-course tests or 
project submissions. It plays a vital role in confirming the success of educational interventions by 
providing evidence of learner achievement and ensuring standards of quality and accountability are 
maintained (Biggs & Tang, 2011). 
 
Role of Formative Evaluation in ODL Policy and Programme Development 
 
Within the context of ODL, formative evaluation is an ongoing process that provides feedback during 
the design and implementation phases. It supports continuous quality assurance in ODL course 
design, technology deployment, learner support systems, the refining of delivery methods and the 
alignment of programme goals with learner outcomes and institutional missions (Jung, 2023). Also, 
formative evaluation ensures that ODL programmes remain responsive to learner needs and 
implementation contexts, particularly in diverse and resource-constrained environments (Latchem, 
2018). The process entails pilot testing of courses and digital platforms, midterm policy reviews to 
assess implementation gaps, feedback collection from learners and faculty during rollout and real-
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time data monitoring using data from LMS engagement, attendance and technical issues. Generally, 
formative evaluation is conducted through stakeholder interviews and focus group discussions, 
online surveys and course evaluations, learning analytics and developmental rubrics and checklists. 
 
Role of Summative Evaluation in ODL Policy and Programme Review 
 
Summative evaluation measures the effectiveness, efficiency, and sustainability of ODL policies and 
programmes after implementation. In the context of policy and programme development, decision-
makers explore the potential of summative evaluation to determine whether an ODL initiative 
should be continued, revised or discontinued. It also strengthens accountability by providing 
evidence of outcomes to stakeholders, including funders and accrediting bodies (Levy-Feldman, 
2025; Stufflebeam & Zhang, 2017). Summative evaluation assesses learner outcomes (completion 
rates, grades, employability), cost-effectiveness and resource utilisation, as well as impact on access, 
equity and inclusion and broader institutional or national-level policy outcomes. Thus, summative 
evaluation informs strategic decision-making by validating programme success or identifying areas 
for redesign and scale-up (UNESCO, 2020). The evaluation is typically conducted through pre- and 
post-programme comparisons, longitudinal studies, external or third-party evaluations, as well as 
document and policy reviews. 
 
Integrating Formative and Summative Evaluations into ODL Policy Cycles 
 
Mainstreaming formative and summative evaluations into policy cycles is essential to ensure 
continuous improvement, accountability and learner success. As discussed earlier, incorporating 
formative evaluation at early stages informs curriculum development and technology integration. 
On the other hand, summative evaluation embedded in the review phase evaluates outcomes 
against original objectives, ensuring transparency and evidence-based decision-making (Jung, 
2023). Both formative and summative evaluation as seen in Table 10.4 strengthen the 
responsiveness and relevance of ODL systems. Both types of evaluations should be integrated into 
the ODL policy and programme cycle to supports continuous quality monitoring and evidence-
based improvement of distance education initiatives (Jung, 2023; Zawacki-Richter & Jung, 2023). 
Table 10.4 outlines the stage where each type of evaluation can be integrated and the purpose. 
 
Table 10.4: Evaluation type and purpose 

Stage Evaluation type  Purpose 
Policy or programme planning  Formative Needs assessment, stakeholder input, pilot testing 
Implementation Formative Real-time feedback, adaptive management 
Completion Summative Outcome measurement, cost-effectiveness 
Scale-up or redesign  Both Lessons learned, best practices, new policy inputs 

 
Using Evaluation Findings to Improve Policies and Programmes 
 
As discussed earlier, evaluation data collected from formative or summative is impactful only when 
it is used to inform decision-making. Research has largely demonstrated that results should not 
serve mere compliance purposes but must drive continuous improvement and adaptive 
institutional change (Jung, 2012; OECD, 2016). To draw maximum benefits from this perspective, 
institutions must establish a feedback loop: evaluation → review → policy adjustment → 
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implementation → re-evaluation. In this cycle, evaluation findings are first analysed (review), 
translated into policy or strategic changes, implemented in practice and then reassessed to 
determine effectiveness, thereby creating a continuous improvement loop. Concretely, this can be 
achieved by organising policy review workshops based on evaluation reports, revising ODL 
frameworks to reflect empirical findings, improving course design based on formative feedback, 
adjusting faculty development programmes to address identified gaps and sharing findings with 
stakeholders for transparency and collective action. For instance, if evaluation data reveal that rural 
learners experience 40% higher dropout rates due to limited Internet access, institutions can 
introduce offline-compatible modules and mobile-based learning platforms during the policy 
adjustment and implementation stages. Subsequent re-evaluation can then assess whether dropout 
rates have decreased, thereby validating the effectiveness of the intervention. Embedding such 
feedback loops ensures that ODL systems remain responsive, evidence-driven and contextually 
adaptive, ultimately enhancing learner success and institutional effectiveness (Zawacki-Richter & 
Qayyum, 2019). 
 
Challenges and Considerations 
 
Challenges are inherent in an evaluation system. These might arise as a result of limited capacity or 
funding for in-depth evaluation, resistance to change or critical feedback, data accessibility and 
management issues and weak co-ordination between academic and administrative units (Aziz et al., 
2021; Leiber, 2022). Thus, institutions should build capacity in evaluation design and data literacy, 
allocate dedicated budgets for monitoring and evaluation and promote participatory evaluation 
involving learners, faculty and stakeholders to support continuous improvement and evidence-
based decision-making (Netshandama, 2023; Raffaghelli, 2023). 
 
In a nutshell, formative and summative evaluations are tools that strengthen quality, relevance and 
impact of ODL policies and programmes. The impact of formative evaluations in enabling real-time 
improvements during implementation cannot be underestimated. Similarly, summative evaluations 
provide opportunity for stakeholders to assess overall success and guide future planning. 
Institutions are encouraged to make these evaluations an institutional culture. This is critical 
because the outcomes foster innovation, accountability and learner-centred ODL systems. 
 
Promoting a Culture of Evidence-Based Decision-Making Across the Institution 
 
In the contemporary higher education landscape, ODL requires institutions to develop the capacity 
to make informed, timely, and strategic decisions in response to rapidly changing educational and 
technological environments. A key strategy for achieving this is the establishment of a culture of 
evidence-based decision-making. This involves systematically integrating data, empirical research 
and analytical processes into institutional governance, planning and operational practices 
(International Commission on the Future of Education, 2020; Thiedig & Wegner, 2024; Zawacki-
Richter, 2020). Such an approach enhances accountability, transparency, innovation, institutional 
effectiveness and student success. It also enables universities to monitor learner performance and 
continuously improve programme quality through mechanisms such as learning analytics and 
institutional research. However, while data are central to fostering this culture, its successful 
implementation depends on strong leadership commitment, ongoing capacity building and the 
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institutionalisation of formal structures that ensure the consistent and systematic use of evidence 
in decision-making at all levels of the institution (Daniel, 2020; OECD, 2021b). 
 
Understanding Evidence-Based Decision-Making in Higher Education 
 
Evidence-based decision-making refers to the systematic use of various data types, including 
quantitative and qualitative, evaluation findings, performance metrics and research to guide 
institutional decisions. Unlike subjective decision-making structures, evidence-based decision-
making relies heavily on data to inform processes. Corroborating this assertion, in the higher 
education landscape, evidence-based decision-making ensures that policies, programmes and 
practices are guided by verifiable data aligned with institutional goals and stakeholder needs 
(OECD, 2016). 
 
Key Components of an Evidence-Based Culture 
 
Leadership commitment 
Leadership commitment is fundamental to advancing evidence-based decision-making within 
institutions. Effective leaders must possess a clear understanding of evidence-based processes and 
actively model their application. Senior leadership, in particular, plays a decisive role in ensuring 
that organisational decisions are grounded in reliable data rather than tradition, intuition or 
external pressure. Leaders who are genuinely committed to this approach consistently demand 
data-informed briefs prior to making policy decisions, integrate performance dashboards into 
strategic planning discussions and incentivise the use of evidence across departments. Such 
practices help institutionalise a culture where data-driven reasoning becomes the norm rather than 
the exception (Pfeffer & Sutton, 2006; Rousseau, 2006). 
 
Data infrastructure and accessibility 
Evidence-based decision-making requires institutions to invest in systems that collect, store and 
disseminate data effectively. Pardo et al. (2019) have argued that accessible and interoperable data 
systems are the backbone of institutional evidence use. Data sources that inform evidence-based 
decision-making include LMS analytics, institutional research offices and business intelligence 
platforms such as Microsoft Power BI. 
 
Capacity building and data literacy 
Capacity building in data literacy is essential for effective decision-making. UNESCO International 
Institute for Educational Planning (2021) has emphasised that the mere availability of data does not 
automatically lead to improved decisions without the capacity to interpret and use it effectively. 
This underscores the need for institutions to develop staff competencies in data analysis, 
interpretation and visualisation, as well as to foster a culture of evidence-based decision-making 
through continuous professional development and communities of practice. 
 
Strategies for Promoting Evidence-Based Decision-Making 
 
Institutionalise regular monitoring and evaluation 
Regular monitoring and evaluation yields the best results when they are linked to the institution’s 
strategic plan. Regular monitoring and evaluation is plausible when institutions collect and analyse 
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data related to learner outcomes (retention, graduation, satisfaction), programme effectiveness, 
faculty development impacts and technology adoption rates. A typical regular monitoring and 
evaluation process could be an ODL institution evaluating LMS login trends and correlating them 
with course completion rates to adjust support services accordingly. 
 
Develop data dashboards and scorecards 
The development of data dashboards and scorecards is one of the strategies institutions could use 
to promote evidence-based decision-making. Data dashboards democratise access to institutional 
data by presenting analytics through intuitive visualisations, enabling educators and administrators 
to engage in evidence-based decision-making (Ifenthaler & Yau, 2020).Thus, institutions are 
encouraged to provide real-time, user-friendly dashboards to decision-makers at all levels. The 
dashboards could display data on enrolment trends, course success rates, resource utilisation and 
learner support responsiveness. 
 
Use evidence in policy and budget formulation 
The use of data to support proposals and funding requests is a fundamental aspect of evidence-
based decision-making in contemporary institutions. Employing empirical data in this process 
enhances transparency, strengthens accountability and ensures that resource allocation aligns with 
institutional priorities. By drawing on performance indicators and institutional analytics, 
organisations are better positioned to reduce the risk of financial mismanagement and to make 
decisions that reflect actual operational demands. For instance, institutions may analyse enrolment 
trends to justify the introduction of new academic programmes or utilise survey data to advocate 
for additional staffing support. Such data-driven approaches provide credible and defensible 
evidence for informed decision-making (OECD, 2022). 
 
Promote a reflective practice culture 
Promoting a culture of reflective practice is a key strategy for strengthening evidence-based 
decision-making in higher education. This approach encourages faculty and administrators to 
critically examine their actions and decisions by systematically using available evidence. Such 
evidence may include course evaluation reports derived from student feedback, programme 
reviews incorporating graduate tracer studies and insights from strategic retreats informed by 
institutional KPIs. These reflective processes, often embedded in institutional review and planning 
meetings, support performance assessment and foster continuous improvement (Colomer et al., 
2020). 
 
Building Institutional Structures to Support Evidence-Based Decision-Making 
 
Office of institutional research or planning 
One approach to building institutional structure to support evidence-based decision-making is by 
establishing or strengthening units responsible for collecting, analysing and disseminating 
institutional data; conducting impact assessments and policy reviews; and co-ordinating 
accreditation and quality audits. Rather than creating new units, maintaining and strengthening the 
capacities of existing structures is generally more cost-effective and promotes better integration of 
evidence into institutional planning and governance (Thiedig & Wegner, 2024). 
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Evidence-informed governance mechanisms 
Evidence-informed governance mechanisms refer to formal institutional arrangements that require 
the integration of research evidence into decision-making processes. When such structures are 
embedded within governance systems, institutional practices are more likely to align with evidence-
based expectations, thereby strengthening systematic and consistent policy formulation and 
implementation (OECD, 2022). These mechanisms are essential for advancing evidence-based 
decision-making in higher education institutions. To operationalise this, universities should 
institutionalize regular data review processes by incorporating them as standing agenda items in 
key decision-making bodies, including university senate and council meetings, faculty boards, 
budget committees and quality assurance teams (OECD, 2022). 
 
Overcoming Challenges 
 
It goes without saying that new approaches to institutional practices often face challenges, including 
resistance to accountability, concerns about data quality or reliability and fear of negative 
evaluation. To address these challenges, it is imperative to transform institutional culture, which 
requires both structural change and shifts in stakeholder mindsets. In particular, promoting the 
effective use of evidence in education systems requires fostering trust, improving transparency and 
strengthening the integration of research and data into decision-making processes (UNESCO, 2024). 
Moreover, institutions should clarify that the use of evidence is intended to support improvement 
rather than punishment and should create incentives for its use, such as recognition and funding 
opportunities. 
 
Examples of Evidence-Informed Decisions in ODL 
 
While it might somewhat challenging at the beginning, institutions can draw ideas from the 
examples of evidence-informed decisions and their impact in ODL shown in Table 10.5. 
 
Table 10.5: Examples of evidence-informed decisions in ODL  

Decision area Evidence used Impact Monitoring or feedback loop 
Curriculum 
development 

Graduate 
employability 
data 

Curriculum aligned 
with labour market 
needs 

Continuous tracking of graduate employment 
rates → periodic curriculum review workshops 
→ update course content and competencies → 
re-evaluate employability outcomes 

Student support 
services 

Analytics on 
course dropout 
patterns 

Targeted academic 
support for at-risk 
learners 

Real-time monitoring of dropout and 
engagement data → trigger early interventions 
(advising, mentoring) → assess intervention 
success rates → refine support strategies 

Faculty 
development 
programmes 

Peer review and 
learner feedback 

Focused training 
on identified 
teaching gaps 

Analyse feedback trends → design targeted 
professional development → evaluate teaching 
improvements through learner outcomes → 
adjust training programmes 

Technology 
investments 

LMS usage 
statistics, device 
surveys 

Adoption of 
mobile-first, low-
bandwidth 
platforms 

Monitor platform usage and access patterns → 
identify access barriers → implement 
technology upgrades → reassess usage and 
learner satisfaction 
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Building on the evidence-informed framework presented above, institutions that systematically 
integrate analytics into decision-making cycles can achieve measurable improvements in outcomes. 
For instance, analytics-driven curriculum reform based on data about graduate employability and 
labour market alignment has been proven to increase graduate employability rates by 
approximately 15%, demonstrating the tangible impact of linking evidence to action. Such outcomes 
illustrate the need for continuous monitoring and feedback loops to be built into ODL systems where 
data is not only collected, but acted upon to inform curriculum design, learner support and 
institutional strategy. This is in line with wider literature that stated data-informed decision-making 
increases institutional responsiveness, efficiency and learner success in digitally mediated learning 
environments (Jung, 2012; Zawacki-Richter & Qayyum, 2019). 
 
Chapter Summary 
 
This chapter, “Monitoring, Evaluation, and Impact Assessment”, provided a comprehensive 
framework for enhancing the effectiveness and accountability of ODL in the higher education 
landscape. The chapter set out by outlining the development of performance indicators and metrics 
tailored to track ODL-specific outcomes. The outcomes include learner engagement, retention and 
digital accessibility. The chapter also discussed how to integrate data analytics and Microsoft Power 
BI for real-time monitoring, enabling institutions to visualise trends, assess progress and support 
timely interventions. It explained the distinction between formative and summative evaluations, 
demonstrating how both approaches can be applied to inform responsive policymaking and 
continuous programme improvement. The chapter wrapped up with emphasis on the importance 
of fostering a culture of evidence-based decision-making across all institutional levels. This is to 
guarantee that reliable data and meaningful insights consistently guide strategic planning, quality 
assurance and resource allocation. Monitoring, evaluation and impact assessment are critical 
factors that cannot be undermined by an institution in their efforts to leapfrog ODL to a higher 
height. 
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Chapter 11: Developing a Strategic Implementation Plan 
 
Introduction 
 
While open and distance learning (ODL) is rapidly gaining ground in higher education institutions, 
its successful implementation requires a well-structured strategic plan. This chapter, “Developing a 
Strategic Implementation Plan”, provides guidelines on how to design, operationalise and sustain 
quality-driven ODL programmes. For a better mastery of the procedure, the chapter begins with the 
identification of key components of a strategic implementation plan. The chapter discusses 
institutional readiness indicators such as infrastructure, policy framework and human capacity as 
crucial elements that guarantee preparedness for the adoption and scaling of ODL. It also discusses 
actionable frameworks and phased rollout timelines that align with institutional priorities and 
quality standards. Finally, the chapter emphasises that there must be monitoring, evaluation and 
sustainability strategies to support continuous improvement and secure the long-term impact of 
ODL initiatives. 
 
Key Components of a Strategic Implementation Plan Tailored to ODL in Higher 
Education 
 
As higher education institutions prepare to implement ODL initiatives, long-term sustainability 
depends heavily on the development of a structured, context-sensitive strategic implementation 
plan. Such a plan is often referred to as an institutional blueprint that translates strategic goals into 
actionable steps by coordinating resources, guiding stakeholder engagement and ensuring effective 
and quality-driven delivery. It must integrate key dimensions of ODL, including pedagogical 
approaches, technological infrastructure, administrative systems and socio-cultural factors that 
shape the learning environment (Bates, 2015; Commonwealth of Learning [COL], 2020). In practice, 
implementation plans become meaningful when operationalised through institutional models and 
real-world applications. For instance, the Open University in the United Kingdom employs a 
modular course design approach that enables flexible and stackable learning pathways aligned with 
lifelong learning principles, supported by comprehensive quality assurance systems (Bates, 2015). 
Similarly, Arizona State University has institutionalised digital and online learning through a 
centralised governance structure, where dedicated units co-ordinate academic programmes, digital 
platforms and external partnerships to support large-scale online provision (Zawacki-Richter & 
Qayyum, 2019). 
 
In contrast, institutions in the Global South often adopt contextually adaptive models. Indira Gandhi 
National Open University, for example, utilises a decentralised system of regional centres to 
enhance learner support, facilitate localised content delivery and expand access at scale. These 
diverse institutional approaches illustrate how strategic implementation plans are shaped by 
institutional priorities, infrastructure capacity and learner demographics (Jung, 2022; Zawacki-
Richter & Qayyum, 2019). Ultimately, a strategic implementation plan serves as a critical bridge 
between institutional vision and practical execution. It ensures that ODL initiatives are not only 
aspirational but also feasible, measurable and adaptable within dynamic educational environments. 
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The following section outlines the essential components that should be incorporated into such a 
plan. 
 
Vision, Mission and Strategic Alignment 
 
The effective and sustainable implementation of ODL in higher education depends on institutions 
clearly defining their vision and mission in alignment with national education priorities and 
institutional development objectives. A clearly articulated vision provides a sense of purpose and 
strategic direction, helping to ensure that ODL initiatives are integrated with broader institutional 
goals and respond to societal needs. UNESCO has highlighted that strategic clarity in educational 
planning is essential for aligning institutional actions with wider development priorities and 
ensuring coherence across educational systems (International Commission on the Future of 
Education, 2020). Building on this foundation, institutions should explicitly state the strategic 
rationale for adopting or expanding ODL, ensuring that such initiatives are guided by clearly defined 
goals, policy frameworks and long-term development plans. This intent must be aligned with 
national education policies, digital transformation strategies and global development frameworks, 
particularly the United Nations (2015) Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4), which focuses on 
ensuring inclusive and equitable quality education and promoting lifelong learning opportunities 
for all. 
 
To operationalise this alignment, institutions should establish measurable and time-bound 
objectives consistent with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, particularly SDG 4, which 
focuses on inclusive and equitable quality education (Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 
2023; United Nations, 2015;\). These objectives should be linked to internationally recognised 
indicators to ensure accountability, comparability, and effective monitoring. Examples include: 
 

• increasing enrolment in ODL programmes to expand equitable access to tertiary education, 
in line with SDG Target 4.3 (United Nations, 2015) 

• designing courses according to inclusive and accessible digital learning standards to reduce 
disparities among learners, including persons with disabilities, consistent with SDG Target 
4.5 (Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2020) 

• improving student completion and success rates in ODL programmes, contributing to SDG 
Indicator 4.1.2, which tracks completion rates (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2023) 

• strengthening graduates’ digital and ICT competencies in alignment with SDG Indicator 4.4.1, 
which measures skills for employment and lifelong learning (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 
2023) 

• expanding access to secure and effective digital learning infrastructure, consistent with SDG 
Indicator 4.a.1, which focuses on ICT-enabled learning environments (Global Education 
Monitoring Report Team, 2023) 

 
Furthermore, institutions should ensure that these objectives are embedded within national digital 
education strategies. Particular emphasis should be placed on capacity building, including training 
academic staff in digital pedagogy and ODL course design, as this is essential for improving teaching 
effectiveness, learner engagement and the overall quality of online learning environments (COL, 
2009; OECD, 2021). Collectively, these measurable objectives provide a structured framework for 
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accountability and performance monitoring. They enable institutions to systematically evaluate 
progress while advancing the quality, inclusiveness, and sustainability of ODL implementation. 
 
Situational and Needs Analysis 
 
A situational analysis is essential for grounding ODL planning in empirical evidence and contextual 
realities. As noted by Latchem (2017), such analysis allows institutions to base their decisions on 
data-driven insights rather than assumptions. Consequently, higher education institutions are 
encouraged to undertake comprehensive needs assessments to evaluate their level of readiness and 
identify existing gaps in policy frameworks, infrastructure, institutional capacity, and learner 
accessibility. Key areas typically examined include institutional resources (technological, human 
and financial), learner characteristics and digital readiness, faculty competence in digital pedagogy 
and the demand for flexible and online learning programmes. Methodologically, situational analysis 
is best conducted using a mixed-methods approach that integrates both quantitative and qualitative 
data. Quantitative tools such as structured questionnaires and readiness assessments, including 
instruments like the Technology Readiness Index can be used to evaluate the preparedness of 
learners and staff for ODL environments. These data are then analysed using descriptive and 
inferential statistical techniques to identify patterns, trends and gaps (Parasuraman, 2000). 
 
In addition, qualitative methods such as semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions and 
key informant interviews with institutional leaders and faculty provide deeper insights into 
contextual barriers and enabling factors influencing ODL implementation. Institutions may also 
adopt benchmarking strategies by comparing their ODL capacity and performance indicators with 
those of peer institutions or international standards, often using digital maturity models and 
readiness frameworks to assess performance across multiple dimensions. Furthermore, document 
analysis covering institutional policies, strategic plans and information and communication 
technologies (ICT) reports can be combined with learning analytics derived from learning 
management systems (LMSs) to triangulate findings and strengthen evidence-based decision-
making (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2023). Overall, these 
methodological approaches support a robust, data-driven situational analysis that informs strategic 
planning and enhances institutional readiness for sustainable ODL implementation. 
 
Governance and Leadership Structures 
 
Governance and leadership structures constitute a fundamental element of any ODL strategic 
implementation plan. Strong, well-coordinated leadership, supported by clearly articulated 
governance frameworks, is essential for maintaining strategic alignment and ensuring sustained 
institutional commitment to ODL initiatives (COL, 2020). Higher education institutions are 
therefore advised to establish robust governance systems that facilitate oversight, co-ordination 
and informed decision-making. This typically involves creating ODL steering committees or task 
forces, clearly defining the roles and responsibilities of academic, technical and administrative 
personnel, and instituting transparent reporting lines alongside accountability mechanisms to 
support effective implementation. 
 
Many dual-mode universities have adopted a centralised ODL directorate model, in which a 
dedicated distance learning unit coordinates instructional design, technology integration, and 
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quality assurance (QA) across faculties. Such models enhance co-ordination between face-to-face 
and distance modes, while improving course quality, enrolment and completion rates due to 
streamlined decision-making and standardised processes (Tait, 2014). In contrast, decentralised or 
faculty-based models allow academic units to retain autonomy in ODL programme design and 
delivery, fostering innovation and contextually responsive programming. However, these models 
are effective only when supported by strong and sustainable institutional QA frameworks (Jung & 
Latchem, 2012). Furthermore, some higher education institutions have adopted dual governance 
structures, where academic senates oversee curriculum development and quality assurance, while 
governing boards are responsible for strategic planning and financial management, thereby 
ensuring balanced institutional oversight and accountability (Middlehurst, 2013; OECD, 2019). This 
integrated approach strengthens accountability, promotes institutional autonomy and ensures 
greater coherence in policy implementation across the higher education system (European 
University Association, 2023). 
 
In regulated contexts such as Nigeria, a nationally co-ordinated governance model led by regulatory 
agencies such as the National Universities Commission plays a critical role in ensuring compliance 
with national standards. Through harmonised programme accreditation, QA processes and policy 
oversight, such agencies promote system-wide coherence in ODL delivery (National Universities 
Commission, 2015; UNESCO, 2021b). Furthermore, emerging governance models in higher 
education, including multi-unit and distributed frameworks, are increasingly being adopted, 
particularly in digital and artificial intelligence-enabled learning environments. These models 
integrate academic, technological, and administrative units into collaborative decision-making 
structures, enabling institutions to respond more effectively and flexibly to digital transformation 
(Directorate-General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture, 2022; OECD, 2021). Overall, these 
governance approaches demonstrate that effective leadership and coordination mechanisms are 
critical enablers of quality assurance, scalability, and improved learner outcomes in ODL systems 
(COL, 2009; UNESCO, 2021b). 
 
Policy Framework and Regulatory Compliance 
 
Policy frameworks and regulatory compliance constitute fundamental pillars for the effective and 
sustainable implementation of ODL. They establish essential governance structures, define quality 
assurance standards and promote institutional coordination. In the absence of coherent and 
supportive policy frameworks, ODL initiatives are likely to become fragmented, encounter 
institutional resistance and struggle to maintain quality, credibility and scalability (Jung, 2022; 
UNESCO, 2021b). To ensure successful implementation, higher education institutions must align 
both new and existing policies with ODL objectives. This alignment should be consistent with: 
 

• national higher education regulations and accreditation requirements to ensure legitimacy 
and recognition 

• established QA frameworks, including COL's quality assurance toolkit (Saxena & Panigrahi, 
2019) and the UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning and COL (2021) guidelines for 
distance education 

• ethical and legal considerations, particularly in areas such as data protection, accessibility 
and the preservation of academic integrity (UNESCO, 2021b) 
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Curriculum and Instructional Design Planning 
 
To illustrate, many institutions have achieved a successful transition from conventional face-to-face 
curricula to online or blended formats by means of careful instructional redesign. For example, 
structured course conversion models including the analyse, design, develop, implement and 
evaluate model (known as ADDIE) and backward design were implemented in universities 
worldwide during and after the Covid-19 pandemic to convert lecture-based courses into a modular 
online format consisting of interactive multimedia, discussion forums and formative assessments; 
leading to improved learner engagement and flexibility (Branch, 2009; Hodges et al., 2020; Rapanta 
et al., 2020; Sanchez-García et al., 2023). For example, through the integration of virtual 
laboratories, simulation tools and asynchronous video lectures for blended delivery of science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics programmes in several higher education institutions, 
students' conceptual understanding and performance were significantly improved when compared 
to conventional delivery modes (Makransky & Petersen, 2019). 
 
Teacher education programmes also have adopted flipped classroom models, where theoretical 
content is delivered online and face-to-face sessions are designed for collaborative problem-solving, 
resulting in increased learner autonomy and deeper cognitive engagement (Lo & Hew, 2017). Lastly, 
institutions in developing contexts utilise open educational resources (OER) and low-bandwidth 
mobile learning providers to adapt curricula into accessibly digital formats to broaden educational 
opportunities while maintaining instructional quality (Tlili et al., 2021). These cases show that 
making the curriculum work effectively means choosing to redesign the learning experience, not 
just translating content into an online format the outcome has to balance pedagogy, technology and 
learner needs to give value within ODL environments. 
 
Technology and Infrastructure Development 
 
The role of technology in the delivery of ODL is fundamental and cannot be overstated. However, 
the adoption of technology in education should prioritise accessibility, scalability and alignment 
with pedagogical objectives rather than the mere pursuit of technological novelty. Effective digital 
tools are those that support inclusive participation, respond to diverse learner needs and integrate 
with instructional strategies that enhance learning outcomes and institutional sustainability (Bates, 
2019; Timotheou et al., 2023). Based on this understanding, institutions are encouraged to clearly 
define the digital infrastructure required for effective implementation. This should include: 
 

• LMSs 
• content creation tools 
• internet connectivity and data storage solutions 
• technical support services for both learners and faculty 

 
Faculty and Staff Capacity building 
 
Finally, in addition to capacity building, institutions will need deliberate strategies for staff 
motivation and retention to ensure that there is commitment and engagement with ODL. 
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Recognising new or experienced faculty in digital learning environments (e.g., through annual 
teaching excellence awards for online courses, highlighting innovative course designs on websites, 
embedding snapshots of best practices) can promote faculty involvement and identity in these 
spaces (Schindler et al., 2017). 
 
Moreover, both financial and non-financial incentives such as remuneration for course 
development, workload adjustments, funding for digital education research and performance-based 
bonuses can significantly motivate faculty to invest the time and effort required to deliver high-
quality ODL (Børte et al., 2020). In addition, professional development opportunities, including 
certification in online teaching and micro-credentials in digital pedagogy, strengthen educators’ 
capabilities to design and implement effective digital learning environments (Markauskaite et al., 
2023). These opportunities also enhance institutions’ ability to retain skilled staff who demonstrate 
stronger commitment and effectiveness in delivering online and blended learning (Philipsen et al., 
2019). Such strategies should be complemented by promotion policies that recognize and reward 
innovative teaching practices, particularly those adapted to context-specific characteristics within 
international ODL communities of practice. 
 
Supportive leadership, peer mentoring systems and collaborative professional learning networks 
can further contribute to a culture of continuous improvement and innovation in ODL; institutions 
have the capability to nurture this state and potentially foster intrinsic motivation that is inherently 
beneficial for lasting change (Kohnke & Moorhouse, 2022). The combined effect of these strategies 
is to guarantee that access and training in human resources are met with incentives and rewards, 
which ultimately also increase the level of institutional readiness and staff performance, as well as 
ensuring the long-term sustainability of ODL processes. 
 
Learner Support and Engagement Systems 
 
An ODL strategic implementation plan must explicitly incorporate a dedicated pillar on learner 
support and engagement. Given that distance learners are physically separated from instructors, 
peers, and institutional services, the provision of structured and accessible support systems 
becomes critical. These systems, such as academic advising, tutoring, counselling and technical 
assistance, play a central role in enhancing learner retention, engagement and overall satisfaction 
in distance education environments (Moore & Kearsley, 2012; Tait, 2014). Best practices in ODL 
highlight that institutions should intentionally embed learner support mechanisms within their 
strategic frameworks to ensure student success and persistence. Effective learner support and 
engagement systems typically include: 
 

• orientation programmes designed to prepare new online learners for the demands of 
distance study 

• continuous academic advising and tutoring services 
• reliable technical support and help desk services 
• opportunities for peer interaction through learning communities and discussion forums 
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Such integrated support structures not only address academic needs but also foster a sense of 
belonging and engagement among learners, which is essential for successful distance education 
outcomes. 
Monitoring, Evaluation and QA 
 
Any successful project must incorporate a monitoring and implementation plan. In the domain of 
ODL, monitoring, evaluation, and QA are critical components that keep track of the implementation 
plan and ascertain the quality of the content delivered. Developing a monitoring and evaluation 
framework to track progress, measure outcomes and inform continuous improvement is 
paramount. Such a framework could keep track of indicators such as: 
 

• enrolment and retention rates 
• learner satisfaction and engagement 
• course completion and assessment performance 
• feedback from faculty and students 

 
Monitoring and evaluation as a pillar is critical because it transforms an institutional strategic plan 
from static documents into an adaptive and responsive framework that can continuously improve 
based on evidence and feedback (UNESCO, 2021b). 
 
Resource Mobilisation and Budgeting 
 
Resource mobilisation and budgeting constitute a critical pillar of any ODL implementation strategy. 
Effective financial planning is essential to ensure that implementation efforts are realistic, scalable 
and sustainable over time (OECD, 2016). Consequently, institutions must develop comprehensive 
financial frameworks to support the successful deployment of ODL initiatives. Resource 
mobilisation and budgeting typically involve: 
 

• estimating costs related to infrastructure, staff training and content development 
• identifying diverse funding sources, including government allocations, donor funding and 

student tuition fees 
• establishing sustainability strategies, including cost-recovery mechanisms to ensure long-

term viability 
 
Practically, institutions especially in low-resource contexts frequently implement a phased 
investment approach to accommodate financial challenges and enable scalability. A model widely 
adopted is the incremental or modular investment model, where institutions start with pilot 
programmes (e.g., a few high-demand courses offered via LMS platforms) and gradually scale up 
their infrastructure, content development and staff capacity according to performance data and 
resource availability (Czerniewicz et al., 2020). Another model is the blended financing approach, 
which of course brings together internal disbursing (tuition fees, institutional budgets) rather than 
external sources like international donor grants, public-private partnerships and development 
agency support to mitigate financial risk and improve sustainability (Global Education Monitoring 
Report Team, 2023). 
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As an example, some African universities rely on partnerships with institutions like COL and the 
World Bank to finance foundation ODL infrastructure and capacity-building initiatives that 
eventually lead to increased access alongside declining per-student delivery costs (World Bank, 
2020). For instance, cost-sharing and cost-recovery models such as differential tuition for online 
programmes, subscription-based access to digital resources and micro-credential fee structures 
have been employed successfully to help ensure ODL operations are sustainable while remaining 
affordable (Zhang et al., 2020). The institutions also use open and low-cost technology strategy 
(Huang et al., 2020), such as using free, open-source LMS platforms such as Moodle, open 
educational resources and cloud-based services to achieve significant upfront and recurrent cost 
reductions without a loss of quality. By adopting these phased and diversified funding strategies, 
institutions can synchronise financial planning with institutional capacity and minimise the risks 
associated with the sustainability of ODL initiatives. 
 
Communication and Change Management 
 
When conventional face-to-face institutions transition to ODL, it is essential to clearly communicate 
the new vision to all stakeholders. Communication and change management therefore constitute 
critical pillars in any ODL implementation strategy. The successful shift from traditional 
instructional models to digital learning environments depends on structured communication 
processes, active stakeholder engagement and systematic change management practices. These 
elements help reduce resistance and ensure alignment between institutional practices and 
emerging technological and pedagogical transformations (Al-Fraihat et al., 2020; Dwivedi et al., 
2020). To ensure sustainable adoption of ODL, institutions must deliberately design strategies that 
foster stakeholder awareness, acceptance and long-term commitment. Communication and change 
management strategy should include: 
 

• awareness campaigns and stakeholder briefings 
• feedback mechanisms for learners and staff 
• clear timelines and milestones to manage expectations 

 
Summarily, the key success factors of a strategic implementation plan for ODL in higher education 
are based on its clarity, context sensitivity, and operational focus. Vision, governance, policy, 
pedagogy, infrastructure, capacity and QA all put together in a unified framework constitute the 
base from which institutions can position themselves to deliver accessible, high-quality and 
sustainable ODL programmes. The plan's success depends on its design, execution, ongoing 
evaluation and stakeholder engagement. 
 
Establishing Institutional Readiness Indicators for Adopting and Scaling ODL 
Programmes 
 
Institutions intending to adopt ODL should begin by conducting a comprehensive assessment of 
their institutional readiness. This process entails evaluating the adequacy of technical 
infrastructure, human resource capacity, policy frameworks and organisational structures required 
to effectively design and deliver ODL programmes. Evidence from established best practices 
highlights that such readiness is a fundamental determinant of successful ODL implementation 
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(COL, 2020; International Commission on the Future of Education, 2020). Failure to undertake this 
preliminary assessment may result in implementation challenges, including delays, low learner 
participation and the development of substandard learning resources. A critical first step in this 
process is the formulation of clear indicators for measuring institutional readiness. These indicators 
provide a systematic framework for evaluating existing capacities, identifying gaps and informing 
strategic resource allocation to ensure the sustainability of ODL initiatives. Additionally, they can 
function as baseline tools for institutional audits, strategic planning and effective stakeholder 
engagement. This section therefore examines the key dimensions of institutional readiness for ODL 
adoption. 
 
Understanding Institutional Readiness for ODL 
 
Understanding institutional readiness for ODL is a critical first step in initiating a new educational 
project. Before implementation, institutions must assess whether they possess the necessary 
infrastructure, policies, leadership commitment, human capacity and organisational support 
required to sustain ODL initiatives. Institutional readiness is best conceptualised as a 
multidimensional and evolving process that encompasses technological, pedagogical and 
organisational capacities rather than a simple binary state of readiness (Wong & Li, 2025). 
 
Domains of Institutional Readiness and Key Indicators 
 
Technological and infrastructure readiness 
A deeper understanding of institutional readiness highlights technological infrastructure as a 
fundamental enabler of ODL. Although technology is often viewed merely as a medium for content 
delivery, it should more appropriately be conceptualised as a critical pedagogical tool that facilitates 
learner engagement, interaction and active knowledge construction within digital learning 
environments (Hodges et al., 2020; Timotheou et al., 2023). To effectively determine technological 
and infrastructure readiness, higher education institutions must systematically evaluate the 
availability, reliability and scalability of their digital ecosystems. This evaluation ensures that the 
technological environment can adequately support both instructional delivery and learner 
participation. Key indicators that can guide this assessment include: 
 

• availability of a robust and functional LMS 
• adequate internet bandwidth and reliable network connectivity across campuses and 

remote locations 
• accessibility and compatibility of digital devices for both learners and faculty 
• implementation of data protection measures and cybersecurity systems 
• availability of cloud-based storage solutions and content hosting infrastructure 
• provision of efficient information technology help desk services and continuous user support 

 
Policy and regulatory readiness 
Policy coherence plays a critical role in ODL, as it ensures that institutional practices remain 
consistent, legally compliant and aligned with recognised standards of legitimacy (Jung, 2019; Tait, 
2018). To ensure a successful and sustainable implementation of ODL, institutions need a policy 
framework to guide the process. A policy document co-ordinates ODL operations, safeguards 
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academic standards and ensures alignment with national regulatory bodies. To assess policy and 
regulatory readiness, the key indicators herein presented could guide the process: 
 

• existence of an institutional ODL policy or strategic plan 
• policies on online assessment, academic integrity and student support 
• compliance with national QA and accreditation frameworks 
• intellectual property and copyright policies for digital content 
• institutional data governance policies (including learner privacy) 

 
Human resources and capacity readiness 
Qualified human capital is another prerequisite for the effective implementation of ODL. While most 
institutions might not have qualified human resources, research recommends that capacity building 
be instituted as a continuous process without which the digital transition risks reinforcing existing 
inequalities and inefficiencies (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2022). Institutions can use the 
following key indicators to determine their human resource and capacity readiness: 
 

• number or percentage of faculty who have been trained in online pedagogy and instructional 
design 

• availability of instructional designers and e-learning specialists 
• administrative staff familiar with ODL procedures and learner management 
• opportunities for continuous professional development in digital skills 
• incentives and recognition for faculty engagement in ODL 

 
Academic and curriculum readiness 
Academic and curriculum readiness refers to the extent to which course content and learning 
activities are intentionally structured for effective online delivery while maintaining academic 
rigour and promoting learner engagement. Research highlights that well-designed online curricula 
must align pedagogy, content and assessment with digital learning environments to ensure quality 
learning outcomes (Bond et al., 2021; Martin et al., 2020). Accordingly, ODL programmes require 
curricula that are flexible, learner-centred and responsive to diverse learner needs, including 
differences in learning pace, prior knowledge and accessibility requirements. Key indicators for 
evaluating academic and curriculum readiness include: 
 

• the proportion of programmes adopting modular, flexible and competency-based structures 
• the integration of OER and multimedia tools 
• the alignment of assessment strategies with online learning environments 
• the provision of orientation programmes and comprehensive learner guides 
• the accessibility of instructional content for learners with disabilities 

 
Learner and community readiness 
Evaluating learner and community readiness is a fundamental step in determining an institution’s 
capacity to successfully implement ODL. Effective ODL implementation requires institutions to 
acknowledge the diversity of learners and adopt inclusive, context-sensitive approaches that ensure 
equitable participation for all. As emphasised by COL (2020), institutions should design strategies 
that are responsive to learners’ varied circumstances so that no individual is excluded from learning 
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opportunities. Ensuring equitable access and success in ODL therefore depends on a clear 
understanding of the specific needs, conditions, and capabilities of different learner groups. Key 
indicators for assessing learner and community readiness include: 
 

• access to reliable Internet connectivity and digital devices at home 
• levels of digital literacy among target learner populations 
• availability of peer support systems or learning communities 
• consideration of language, cultural context and accessibility needs 
• presence of community-based support structures (e.g., study centres or local learning hubs) 

 
Financial and sustainability readiness 
 
Financial and sustainability readiness are critical factors for the effective implementation of any 
ODL initiative. To guarantee the sustainability of ODL implementation, institutions are encouraged 
to align strategic scalability and long-term viability of ODL programmes. Key indicators of financial 
and sustainability readiness include: 
 

• availability of budget allocation for ODL development and scaling 
• access to external funding sources such as grants and partnership agreements 
• cost-effectiveness analysis of ODL models 
• tuition pricing models and affordability for learners 
• revenue generation strategies such as micro-credentials, licensing and leasing 

 
Readiness Assessment Tools and Frameworks 
 
Higher education institutions seeking to evaluate their preparedness for implementing ODL can 
undertake structured readiness assessments using established frameworks. Several reputable 
international organisations have developed validated tools that institutions can adopt directly or 
adapt to their specific contexts. Key examples include: 
 

• the COL institutional review and quality assurance tool for blended and distance learning, 
which supports institutions in evaluating policy, infrastructure and human resource capacity 
for ODL (Mohee & Perris, 2021) 

• the UNESCO (2018) ICT competency framework for teachers, which provides guidance on 
integrating digital technologies into teaching and learning practices 

• the e-learning readiness assessment tool, designed to measure institutional preparedness 
across technological, organisational and pedagogical dimensions (Aydin & Tasci, 2005) 

• the technology infrastructure checklist, which assists institutions in auditing the adequacy 
of their technological systems and support structures for digital learning (Bates, 2019) 

 
These frameworks enable institutions to conduct baseline evaluations of their current capabilities 
and systematically monitor progress as they advance in their ODL implementation journey. 
 
Using Readiness Indicators for Strategic Planning 
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The results derived from assessing various readiness domains and indicators can play a pivotal role 
in informing institutional strategic planning. Importantly, readiness assessments should not be 
viewed as static checklists; rather, they function as dynamic, iterative tools that enable agile and 
phased implementation of digital education initiatives (Aydin & Tasci, 2005; Latchem, 2017). Within 
this context, readiness indicators can guide multiple dimensions of strategic planning, including: 
 

• the development of ODL implementation roadmaps 
• the design of capacity-building initiatives and investment priorities 
• the formulation of risk management and contingency strategies 
• the preparation of accreditation and compliance documentation 
• the strengthening of stakeholder engagement and communication mechanisms 

 
Establishing institutional readiness indicators represents a critical foundational step in the 
adoption and scaling of effective ODL programmes in higher education. By systematically 
identifying and addressing gaps in infrastructure, policy frameworks, human resource capacity, 
curriculum design and community engagement, institutions are better positioned to foster 
environments that support innovation and resilience (Latchem, 2017; UNESCO, 2020b). Ultimately, 
readiness should not be interpreted as the attainment of perfect conditions prior to implementation, 
but rather as the development of adaptive capacity that evolves in response to changing learning 
needs, technological advancements and policy contexts. 
 
Developing Actionable Frameworks and Timelines for the Phased Rollout of 
ODL Initiatives 
 
The successful implementation of ODL requires an institution to have a well-articulated vision and 
an action plan with a structured timeline to guide the rollout process. Latchem (2017) has suggested 
that phased implementation supports institutions in transitioning from pilot projects to sustainable, 
institution-wide ODL systems. A phased rollout strategy allows institutions to introduce ODL 
programmes progressively, beginning with a pilot, feedback and QA at each stage. Progressive 
implementation is beneficial to the institution in that it is manageable, measurable and can be 
aligned with the institution’s strategic objectives, resource capacities and national or international 
quality standards (COL, 2020). 
 
Purpose and Value of a Phased Rollout Framework 
 
A phased rollout framework is beneficial to institutions because it provides them the flexibility to: 
 

• manage risk by testing and adjusting strategies incrementally 
• build stakeholder confidence through visible milestones 
• align resources with priorities and capacity development needs 
• ensure QA at each stage before scaling 

 
Through this approach, institutions can track their progress and avoid pitfalls. 
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Key Elements of an Actionable ODL Framework 
 
An effective, actionable ODL framework is characterised by clearly defined goals, phases, 
deliverables, responsibilities, resource allocations and quality benchmarks. While developing an 
actionable ODL framework, institutions should consider the following as essential components: 
 
Strategic alignment 
Research holds that strategic alignment with institutional and policy-level goals ensures coherence 
and legitimacy (International Commission on the Future of Education, 2020). It is imperative for 
institutions to: 
 

• ensure that ODL rollout supports institutional goals such as access, inclusion, digital 
transformation and academic innovation 

• map alignment with national digital education policies, the United Nations' (2015) SDG 4 
(inclusive and equitable education) and regulatory standards 

 
Phased rollout structure 
Best practices reveal that a typical ODL implementation can be organised into five distinct but 
overlapping phases, as presented in Table 11.1. The key performance indicators (KPIs) are aligned 
with ODL QA frameworks (COL, 2009; UNESCO, 2021b), learning analytics and performance 
monitoring standards (OECD, 2023) and the United Nations' (2015) SDG 4 indicators (access, 
equity, quality, completion). 
 
Table 11.1: ODL Implementation phases, focus and KPIs 

Phase Focus KPIs 
Phase 1: Planning Vision setting, readiness 

assessment, policy 
development 

• Completion of institutional ODL policy and strategic 
plan (approved by governing bodies) 
• % of departments conducting readiness assessments 
(target ≥80%) 
• Baseline data established for digital infrastructure, 
staff capacity and learner access 
• Stakeholder engagement rate (e.g., % of faculty 
consulted ≥70%) 

Phase 2: Pilot launch Small-scale 
implementation in select 
departments or 
programmes 

• Number of pilot courses/programmes successfully 
deployed (e.g., 5–10 courses) 
• Student enrolment and participation rates in pilot 
courses 
• LMS usage analytics (login frequency, activity 
completion rates ≥60%) 
• Faculty participation in pilot training programmes 
(≥75%) 

Phase 3: Evaluation Review pilot 
performance, collect 
feedback and adjust 
frameworks 

• Student satisfaction scores (≥70% positive feedback) 
• Course completion and pass rates compared to 
baseline (increase ≥10–20%) 
• QA review reports completed and recommendations 
implemented 
• Identified gaps in pedagogy, technology and support 
services addressed (%) 
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Phase Focus KPIs 
Phase 4: Scale-up Gradual expansion across 

faculties, services and 
learner cohorts 

• % of programmes/courses converted to ODL or 
blended formats (target ≥50%) 
• Growth in student enrolment in ODL programmes 
(≥25–30%) 
• Staff trained in digital pedagogy and LMS use (≥80%) 
• System reliability and uptime (≥95%) and support 
response time 

Phase 5: 
Institutionalisation 

Embedding ODL into 
policies, QA systems and 
strategic plans 

• Integration of ODL into institutional strategic plan and 
QA frameworks (100%) 
• Sustained student success and retention rates (≥80%) 
• Financial sustainability indicators (cost recovery ratio, 
diversified funding sources) 
• Continuous improvement cycles implemented (annual 
programme reviews, analytics-informed decisions) 

 
Timeline Development and Milestone Mapping 
 
To keep track of the ODL implementation plan, institutions are encouraged to establish a realistic 
and adaptable timeline for each phase as seen in Table 11.2, with clear milestones and deadlines. 
Tools such as Gantt charts or implementation matrices can be used to visualise progress. 
 
Table 11.2: Example timeline (3-year plan) 

Year Quarter Milestone 
Year 1 Q1–Q2 Conduct institutional readiness assessment   

Q3–Q4 Develop ODL policy and implementation roadmap  
Year 2 Q1–Q2 Launch pilot courses in two departments   

Q3–Q4 Evaluate pilot outcomes and refine approach  
Year 3 Q1 Begin scaling ODL to additional programmes   

Q2–Q4 Institutionalise ODL in strategic and QA frameworks  
 
The benefit of this approach is that a timeline transforms strategic intentions into actionable steps, 
supporting accountability and adaptive planning based on emerging trends (Garrison & Vaughan, 
2008). 
 
Roles, Responsibilities and Resource Allocation 
 
Roles, responsibilities and resource allocation are paramount in a strategic implementation plan. 
Institutions must clearly define roles and responsibilities at each stage of the rollout. Key roles and 
responsibilities could include: 
 

• steering committee: oversees strategic direction and inter-departmental co-ordination 
• project manager: co-ordinates implementation logistics and reporting 
• faculty champions: lead departmental adoption and training 
• information technology and support teams: manage infrastructure and technical services 
• QA unit: monitors compliance and standards 
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Once the roles and responsibilities have been assigned, institutions must proceed with the 
allocation of financial, human and technological resources in line with each phase’s scope. Budget 
lines could include: 
 

• LMS procurement or upgrades 
• faculty development workshops 
• instructional design services 
• learner support systems 

 
Monitoring and Evaluation Integration 
 
Integrating monitoring and evaluation mechanisms is essential for effective programme 
implementation, as it enables systematic tracking of progress, supports evidence-based 
adjustments and ensures accountability. Evidence from the literature indicates that embedding 
evaluation processes throughout programme implementation enhances programme quality while 
strengthening institutional learning and continuous improvement (Gullickson & King, 2019). 
Monitoring and evaluation activities are particularly critical at key stages, including: 
 

• conducting baseline studies prior to programme rollout 
• undertaking mid-phase reviews, especially following pilot implementation 
• performing end-of-phase evaluations based on established KPIs 
• preparing annual implementation reports for senior leadership 

 
To ensure a comprehensive assessment of programme effectiveness, KPIs should include: 
 

• the number of faculty trained 
• learner enrolment levels and satisfaction rates 
• course completion rates 
• technology usage metrics 

 
Additionally, holistic ODL monitoring frameworks need to include more diverse and nuanced 
performance indicators around quality, equity and sustainability. These comprise: 
 

• equity of access indicators for ODL programmes, such as the percentage of learners from 
underserved, rural and disadvantaged groups participating in such provision, that is SDG 4.5: 
"By 2030, eliminate gender disparities in education and ensure equal access to all levels of 
education and vocational training for the vulnerable, including persons with disabilities, 
indigenous peoples and children in vulnerable situations" (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 
2023)  

• cost-efficiency metrics like cost per learner and cost per graduate to evaluate the financial 
sustainability and scalability features of ODL delivery (OECD, 2023) 

• tutor responsiveness indicators measuring aspects like average feedback turnaround time 
which are correlated with student retention and success in online environments (Martin et 
al., 2020); frequency of instructor–learner interaction; how well satisfied learners feel about 
academic support 
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• long-term academic progression measures like transition rates to level-or-above advanced 
levels of study studies and graduation rates or employability outcomes reflecting on the 
long-term impact of ODL programmes (Henderikx et al., 2019) 

• digital inclusion indicators covering information regarding learner access to a reliable 
Internet connection along with device availability at home and general digital literacy levels, 
which is an important statistic to mitigate any potential divides into online learning 
environments among learners in ODL systems (van Dijk, 2020) 

 
By incorporating these indicators into institutional monitoring systems, evaluation processes can 
be made more holistic and comprehensive, leading to more informed decision-making based on 
data that maximises adherence to principles of equity, quality and sustainability in ODL 
implementation. 
 
QA and Compliance Measures 
 
QA and compliance measures are important aspects of an actionable framework. Institutions must 
align their processes and practices with both internal and external QA standards. Moreover, QA 
mechanisms in higher education and ODL should evolve continuously alongside programme 
implementation rather than remain static. Effective systems function as dynamic, iterative 
processes that incorporate monitoring, feedback and continuous improvement to maintain 
academic standards and enhance learner outcomes (Jung, 2022). It is crucial to note the difference 
between regulatory compliance vs internal quality improvement. On the broader category of 
academic QA, it seems that this regulatory compliance is concerned with externally imposed 
standards by national accreditation bodies, ministries of education and QA agencies — ensuring 
that institutions meet minimum thresholds for approval, delivery and certification of programmes 
(Harvey & Williams, 2020). On the other hand, internal quality enhancement focuses on ongoing 
improvements to teaching, learning and innovation within the institution; this incorporates 
improving pedagogic practices and learner experience and encouraging digital innovation in ODL 
environments. 
 
Scholarship also suggests that QA systems should move well beyond an audit culture characterised 
by periodic boilerplate inspections, compliance checklists and systemisation towards a 
transformative quality culture of institutional learning, reflective practice and innovation 
(Stensaker et al., 2011). This enables the QA approach, not just as a control mechanism but more 
importantly as a strategic framework driving effectiveness, responsiveness and ultimately long-
term sustainability of institutions within the rapidly changing transformation of digital learning 
ecosystems. Achieving QA and compliance measures entails: 
 

• applying institutional QA rubrics in areas such as course design, learner support and 
assessment 

• aligning with frameworks from UNESCO, COL or national QA agencies 
• using formative evaluation during pilots and summative evaluation post-scale-up 
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Communication and Stakeholder Engagement Plan 
 
A comprehensive communication and stakeholder engagement plan is essential for the effective 
implementation of institutional ODL initiatives. Each institution should develop a structured 
communication strategy that not only disseminates information but also actively consults and 
engages all relevant stakeholders, including learners, academic staff, administrative personnel and 
external partners, throughout the implementation process. Such an approach is critical, as 
transparent and consistent communication fosters trust, minimises resistance and enhances 
stakeholders’ sense of ownership. Effective communication is widely recognised as a key 
determinant of successful institutional reform and digital transformation. When stakeholders 
clearly understand the objectives, processes and expected outcomes of change initiatives, they are 
more likely to support and actively participate in their implementation (Lewis, 2019; Lines, 2004). 
 
Therefore, communication in ODL contexts should not be treated merely as a tool for information 
dissemination. Instead, it should be strategically positioned as a core change management 
intervention aimed at fostering institutional buy-in, strengthening engagement and addressing 
resistance during the transition towards a sustainable digital learning culture. Clear and purposeful 
communication facilitates stakeholders’ sense-making processes, promotes alignment with 
institutional vision and encourages the behavioural changes required for digital transformation 
(Bond et al., 2021; Kotter, 2012). To institutionalise this, institutions are encouraged to establish 
structured communication layers such as: 
 

• monthly internal briefings for faculty, technical teams and administrative support staff that 
provide operational updates and performance data (including sequencing of emerging 
challenges) 

• quarterly stakeholder reports with governing bodies, partners and regulatory agencies 
communicating progress, risks and strategic adjustments as needed 

• annual public impact reports highlighting institutional achievements, learner outcomes 
linked national education goals; aspiration scape including United Nations (2015) SDG 4 
targets enhancing transparency and institutional credibility overall (OECD, 2023) 

 
Besides, they should institutionalise mechanisms of structured engagement such as ODL 
consultative committees, faculty–student advisory panels and user experience groups that provide 
continuous feedback loops to support co-creation of solutions and strengthen the use of stakeholder 
participation in decision-making paths (Bryson, 2018). They help in making the ODL initiatives 
more relevant, responsive and less prone to resistance. Integrating communication into a 
comprehensive change management strategy helps organisations to align stakeholders early on, 
smooth the transition to more digital practices and create an institutional culture that embraces 
innovation, collaboration and continual improvement. Institutions should therefore employ 
structured communication strategies to ensure continuous stakeholder engagement. These include: 
 



 225  

• launching awareness campaigns to inform stakeholders about the objectives and benefits of 
the initiative 

• providing regular updates and consultations to maintain transparency and encourage 
dialogue 

• delivering feedback after integrating users’ input, demonstrating that stakeholder 
contributions are valued and considered in decision-making 

 
Risk Management and Contingency Planning 
 
Risk management and contingency planning are integral to most successful projects, and the 
institutional ODL initiative is no exception. Therefore, institutions should identify risks at each 
phase and plan mitigating strategies. Common risks in ODL initiatives include: 
 

• faculty resistance or skill gaps 
• technology failures 
• low learner engagement 
• budgetary constraints 

 
When systematically grouped into key domains, these risks can be more efficiently managed: 
 

• strategic risks: mismatch between ODL initiatives and institutional goals, weak leadership 
commitment or policy frameworks 

• operational risks: faculty resistance, limited staff capacity and ineffective systems to support 
learners 

• technological risks: system failures, cyber threats, inadequate infrastructure and lack of 
Internet connectivity 

• financial risks: budgetary constraints unsustainable funding models which might lead to cost 
overrun 

• reputational risk: poor quality delivery of courses low completion rates or negative 
perceptions by stakeholders can compromise reputation (OECD, 2023) 

 
The categorisation of risks in this manner allows institutions to establish a more integrated and 
proactive risk management framework, whereby mitigation strategies can be tailored in accordance 
with the particular areas of risk posed to their learning environment, ultimately increasing 
institutional resilience when it comes to digital delivery. 
 
Contingency measures such as these presented here could mitigate the risks outlined above: 
 

• faculty ODL awareness campaign 
• creation of backup platforms 
• emergency support teams for learners 
• phased budgeting and cost controls 

 
For example, strategic risks are mitigated through strong governance structures and policy 
alignment; operational risks through continual staff development pathways and learner support 
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mechanisms; technological risks through investment in robust infrastructure, redundancy systems 
and cybersecurity protocols; financial risks through phased investment models and diversified 
funding strategies; and reputational risks through rigorous QA systems and transparent 
communication with stakeholders (Bond et al., 2021; Jung, 2022). An integrated risk management 
framework of this nature does not only alleviate the impact of potential disruptions but ultimately 
also supports institutions to become increasingly adaptive and ensures sustainable long-term 
delivery of ODL initiatives. 
 
Actionable frameworks and timelines are crucial for the gradual implementation of ODL initiatives. 
It ensures strategic, sustainable and high-quality adoption of ODL in higher education institutions. 
A practical pathway to realising the full potential of ODL is to develop a well-structured plan that 
integrates strategic alignment, phased implementation, resource planning, stakeholder engagement 
and continuous QA. A plan becomes a dynamic tool for transforming educational access and 
innovation when it is data-driven and anchored in institutional goals. 
 
Monitoring, Evaluation and Sustainability Strategies for ODL Implementation 
 
As higher education institutions explore ways through which their ODL initiative can be effective, 
relevant and sustained and enjoy long-term success, mainstreaming a robust monitoring and 
evaluation (M&E) mechanism emerges as a pathway. These mechanisms are critical for tracking 
performance, ensuring accountability and informing evidence-based improvements. Moreover, 
they help institutions align with quality standards and maintain institutional resilience (COL, 2020; 
International Commission on the Future of Education, 2020). M&E and sustainability are interlinked 
pillars of ODL implementation that cannot be underestimated. M&E drives evidence-based strategic 
decisions and quality enhancement, while sustainability ensures the benefits of ODL initiatives 
endure and evolve in response to changing needs and environments. 
 
Establishing an M&E Framework 
 
A well-designed M&E framework determines QA in ODL. The framework clearly outlines what will 
be measured, how, by whom and when, and ensures that feedback loops are integrated into 
planning and implementation cycles. But it is better to think of M&E as a supporting and enabling 
mechanism that feeds into, and enhances, institutional QA systems than one that defines them. In 
contemporary higher education practice, QA is viewed as a complex and interrelated ecosystem 
comprising policy frameworks, standards, governance structures and continuous improvement 
processes, while M&E plays an important role in providing evidence through systematic data 
collection analysis and feedback (Jung 2022; Stensaker et al., 2011). In this respect, M&E is a critical 
component of the QA ecosystem, as it generates actionable evidence that strengthens decision-
making, enhances teaching and learning processes, and reinforces accountability mechanisms. 
Rather than functioning in isolation, M&E should be systematically embedded within the 
institutional QA cycle which encompasses planning, implementation, review and continuous 
improvement. This integration supports adaptive learning processes that drive innovation in ODL 
systems (OECD, 2023). 
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By adopting this approach, QA moves beyond a narrow focus on compliance and audit toward a 
more transformative institutional learning framework. Evidence generated through M&E informs 
pedagogical adaptation, supports technological enhancement and strengthens strategic 
accountability within increasingly digitalised learning environments.  The key components of an 
ODL M&E framework include the following: 
 
Clear objectives and indicators 
Clear objectives and well-defined indicators are essential components of an effective M&E 
framework. Such a framework enables ODL implementation to function as a data-driven and 
adaptive system, thereby supporting evidence-based decision-making and continuous quality 
improvement (Bardakcı, 2024; Mitchell et al., 2020). This approach depends fundamentally on the 
formulation of precise objectives and the development of appropriate indicators. To establish clear 
objectives and indicators, institutions should: 
 

• formulate objectives that are specific, measurable, achievable, relevant and time-bound 
(SMART) 

• develop both quantitative and qualitative indicators to assess key dimensions such as 
academic performance, learner engagement, access, equity, technology use and learner 
satisfaction 

 
Baseline assessments and targets 
For the effective follow-up of all ODL initiatives, it is highly recommended that institutions kick-
start the process with baseline studies and set desired targets. Therefore, institutions should: 
 

• conduct a readiness assessment prior to implementation to establish starting points 
• set targets for each implementation phase to measure progress 

 
Data collection and analysis mechanisms 
Institutions should explicitly define the procedures and instruments used for data collection, as well 
as the analytical approaches employed to interpret such data. Empirical evidence demonstrates that 
learning analytics systems and real-time reporting tools are essential for monitoring learner 
engagement, identifying at-risk students and enabling timely instructional interventions in digital 
learning environments (Ifenthaler & Yau, 2020; Viberg et al., 2018). Accordingly, institutions may 
adopt the following approaches: 
 

• utilise multiple data sources, including LMS analytics, surveys, interviews, focus groups and 
administrative records, to ensure comprehensive data collection 

• employ data visualisation and analytical tools such as Microsoft Power BI or spreadsheet-
based dashboards to identify patterns, monitor trends and support evidence-based decision-
making 

 
Reporting and feedback loops 
Reporting and feedback are critical aspects in an ODL implementation plan, necessitating 
institutions to ensure that this becomes an integral part of the M&E framework. This can be achieved 
by: 
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• scheduling periodic reporting, such as quarterly or annually, to share findings with 
stakeholders 

• embedding feedback mechanisms to allow learners and staff to inform changes 
 
Using Formative and Summative Evaluations 
 
Formative and summative evaluations are fundamental components of quality assurance in ODL. 
Their integration enables institutions to maintain instructional quality, ensure accountability and 
support continuous improvement in teaching and learning processes. 
 
Formative evaluation 
Formative evaluation is a continuous and systematic process conducted during course design and 
implementation. Its primary purpose is to generate feedback that informs improvements in 
instructional strategies, learner support and the use of educational technologies. Through ongoing 
assessment, instructors can identify learners’ challenges, refine instructional materials and enhance 
learner engagement. This iterative feedback process plays a critical role in improving learning 
outcomes and instructional effectiveness (Black & Wiliam, 2009; Carless & Winstone, 2023). 
 
Summative evaluation 
Summative evaluation is conducted at the end of a course or programme to assess its overall 
effectiveness. It focuses on determining the extent to which learning objectives have been achieved, 
evaluating programme impact and ensuring alignment with institutional goals and policy standards. 
Additionally, summative evaluation provides essential evidence for decision-making, accountability 
and long-term planning (Tait, 2018). The combined use of formative and summative evaluations in 
ODL environments promotes continuous improvement while also providing robust evidence of 
programme effectiveness and learner achievement. This integrated approach strengthens 
institutional quality assurance systems and supports data-driven educational practices 
(Stufflebeam & Zhang, 2017). 
 
Embedding QA into M&E 
 
To ensure consistency and compliance with established standards, higher education institutions are 
encouraged to systematically integrate quality assurance processes into their M&E systems. 
Embedding QA within M&E enhances transparency, strengthens stakeholder trust, and improves 
institutional credibility by fostering systematic, evidence-based accountability and continuous 
improvement (COL, 2009; Harvey & Williams, 2010; Kayyali, 2024). This integration can be 
operationalised through: 
 

• the use of standardised QA rubrics that evaluate course design, learner engagement and 
assessment practices 

• alignment with national and international quality assurance frameworks, including those 
developed by UNESCO and COL 

• the implementation of regular peer reviews, institutional self-assessments and external 
quality audits to sustain continuous improvement (COL, 2009; Saxena & Panigrahi, 2019; 
UNESCO, 2013) 
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Implementing Sustainability Strategies for Long-Term Impact 
 
Sustainability strategies for long-term impact in ODL are about designing systems, policies and 
practices that ensure the continuous delivery of quality education while efficiently utilising 
resources. It is also about institutional integration, capacity building, stakeholder ownership and 
policy support. The following strategies are essential: 
 
Institutionalisation of ODL structures 
Long-term sustainability in ODL requires institutions to align their missions with national 
development goals, diversified funding mechanism and strategic partnerships with governments, 
private sectors and international organisations (Zawacki-Richter & Qayyum, 2019). Another 
sustainability strategy is institutionalising ODL structures. This entails embedding ODL units, 
governance bodies and policies into the institutional framework and ensuring ODL is part of 
strategic plans, budgeting processes and accreditation systems. These practices lead to institutional 
transformation (Latchem, 2017). 
 
Capacity building and human resource development 
Capacity building and human resource development constitute essential strategies for sustaining 
ODL initiatives within institutions. This involves the continuous professional development of 
faculty, instructional designers and support personnel through structured and ongoing training. In 
addition, institutions are encouraged to foster collaborative environments by establishing 
communities of practice and professional learning networks that promote knowledge sharing, 
innovation and peer support (Latchem, 2017). 
 
Scalable technology and infrastructure 
Institutions should adopt scalable technological infrastructures that align with their financial 
resources and technical capacities. The selection of appropriate technologies, combined with 
effective maintenance strategies, is essential for ensuring the long-term sustainability and reliability 
of digital learning environments (Trevisan et al., 2024). Furthermore, institutions are encouraged 
to invest in flexible, cloud-based and mobile-compatible platforms, while prioritising open-source 
and interoperable systems to enhance cost-effectiveness and adaptability (UNESCO, 2021a). 
 
Financial sustainability and resource mobilisation 
Finance and resource mobilisation, as discussed in previous chapters, are key to the sustainability 
of ODL initiative and thus necessitate those institutions diversify funding sources beyond 
traditional government support. Generally, funding sources include tuition and service fees, grants 
and donor funding, public-private partnerships, micro-credentials and licensing of digital learning 
resources. Moreover, conducting cost-benefit analyses and implementing cost-recovery 
mechanisms, such as fee-based certification and industry partnerships, can strengthen financial 
sustainability and support the long-term expansion of ODL systems (Bates, 2022; COL, 2021;  
Zawacki-Richter & Jung, 2023). 
 
Stakeholder engagement and ownership 
Stakeholder engagement and ownership is another critical factor for sustainability. Stakeholder-
driven models are more likely to be contextually relevant and enduring (International Commission 
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on the Future of Education, 2020). Subsequently, it is imperative for institutions to involve learners, 
faculty, administrators, industry partners and policymakers in planning and evaluation. It is more 
rewarding to use participatory approaches to foster ownership and accountability. 
 
Therefore, sustainability in ODL is a multidimensional process that combines educational quality, 
equity and institutional resilience to achieve long-term impact. 
 
Linking M&E to Strategic and Policy Development 
 
M&E is a fundamental component in the formulation, implementation, and continuous 
improvement of ODL strategies and policies. Effective M&E systems generate credible empirical 
evidence that informs strategic decision-making, enabling institutions to assess the relevance, 
efficiency and sustainability of ODL initiatives (Bardakcı, 2024). Through the systematic collection 
and analysis of data on learner performance, access, technology use and institutional effectiveness, 
policymakers can identify gaps between intended objectives and actual outcomes, thereby aligning 
educational practices with broader institutional and national development goals (Tait, 2018). 
 
Furthermore, integrating M&E into strategic and policy processes enhances accountability and 
transparency within ODL systems. Evidence generated through M&E enables institutions to make 
data-driven decisions that strengthen teaching practices, improve resource allocation, refine 
pedagogical models and enhance learner support services in response to emerging challenges 
(Mpepo & Mwanza, 2025; Ngulube & Ncube, 2025). Continuous reflection and planning based on 
M&E findings support a shift from reactive responses to proactive and strategic institutional 
management. 
 
On a more granular level, institutions need to differentiate between operational or monitoring 
evaluation and strategic evaluation, as they play complementary but distinct roles in institutional 
transformation. Operational monitoring explicitly addresses the ongoing, real-time assessment of 
implementation processes, such as LMS usage, student engagement, tutor responsiveness and 
system capacity, to verify that daily activities are being performed as expected (OECD, 2023). It 
allows for instant feedback that informs modifications, troubleshooting and optimisation of ODL 
delivery in real time. Strategic evaluation, on the other hand, is scheduled and focuses on impact 
outcome the extent to which ODL initiatives are aligned with institutional goals and policy priorities, 
as well as long-term learner outcomes (Jung, 2022). Strategic evaluation measures if an ODL 
initiative impacts systemic transformation such as enhancing access, equity, quality and 
institutional competitiveness, through using this evidence to inform policy reform and strategic 
investments. Operational monitoring improves efficiency and responsiveness of implementation, 
while strategic evaluation enables institutional learning, innovation and long-term transformation. 
When combined, in contrast, both dimensions support performance management over the short 
term while supporting strategic development into the long term, providing an approach to the ODL 
ecosystem that is both more resilient and adaptive (Stensaker et al., 2011). Data from M&E should 
inform: 
 

• policy revisions in areas such as online assessment practices and learner support guidelines 
• strategic investments in areas such as LMS upgrades based on usage analytics 



 231  

• academic planning through indicators like completion rates and learner satisfaction 
 

Institutionalising robust M&E systems therefore enhances data-driven governance, programme 
quality and the sustainability of digital and open learning initiatives 
 
Owing to the importance of M&E in transforming traditional decision-making processes, 
institutions are encouraged to explore its potential for strategic reflection and planning (Mpepo & 
Mwanza, 2025; Ngulube & Ncube, 2025). 
 
A robust M&E framework and a sustainability strategy must support ODL implementation at the 
institutional level for continuous improvement and long-term impact. M&E provides the data-
driven insights necessary to drive decision-making and quality enhancement, while sustainability 
strategies ensure that ODL programmes remain viable, relevant and adaptive. These strong pillars 
give institutions the power to provide high-quality, fair and accessible learning experiences in the 
digital age. 
 
Chapter Summary 
 
This chapter, “Developing a Strategic Implementation Plan”, presented a comprehensive roadmap 
for planning, operationalising and sustaining ODL initiatives. It kick-started with the identification 
of the key components of a strategic implementation plan, applicable to the demands of ODL in 
higher education institutions. The chapter also illustrated how to establish institutional readiness 
indicators. The indicators encompass infrastructure, policy frameworks and human capability, as 
well as methods for evaluating and facilitating the adoption and scalability of ODL. The chapter also 
covered guidelines for developing actionable frameworks and phased rollout timelines that align 
with institutional goals and adhere to QA standards. The chapter wrapped up with a strong 
recommendation for robust monitoring, evaluation and sustainability strategies to ensure 
continuous improvement, evidence-based decision-making and long-term impact of ODL. I strongly 
believe these elements will assist institutions in building resilient, inclusive and future-ready digital 
learning environments. 
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General Conclusion 
 
This book, Implementing ODL: Practical Guidelines for Sustainable Deployment, has presented a 
comprehensive, practical and context-sensitive framework for higher education institutions 
seeking to design, implement and sustain open and distance learning (ODL) systems. Grounded in 
global best practices and informed by institutional realities, particularly within resource-
constrained environments, it has demonstrated that ODL is not merely a technological alternative 
to traditional education but a strategic and transformative approach to expanding access, enhancing 
quality and ensuring relevance in contemporary education systems. A central message that emerges 
from this work is that successful ODL implementation requires a holistic and systemic approach. 
Institutions must move beyond fragmented initiatives and instead integrate policy, pedagogy, 
technology, governance and sustainability into a coherent institutional strategy. Robust 
institutional policies, aligned with national education frameworks, provide the foundation for 
effective ODL systems, as demonstrated by the book. Similarly, the transformation of faculty roles, 
from content transmitters to learning designers, facilitators and mentors, is essential for delivering 
meaningful and engaging learning experiences. 
 
Equally important is the alignment of ODL programmes with the labour market's needs. By 
embedding industry collaboration, competency-based education and employability skills into 
curriculum design, institutions can ensure that graduates are not only academically prepared but 
also relevant to the evolving demands of the workforce. The integration of emerging technologies, 
research and innovation further strengthens the capacity of ODL systems to remain adaptive and 
future-orientated, enabling institutions to better respond to the changing landscape of education 
and workforce requirements. The book has also underscored that sustainability in ODL is both a 
financial and institutional imperative. Effective business models, diversified funding mechanisms 
and strategic partnerships are necessary to move ODL from short-term projects to long-term 
institutional transformation. At the same time, strong quality assurance frameworks and regulatory 
alignment are indispensable for maintaining credibility, ensuring learner success and fostering 
continuous improvement. 
 
Furthermore, the emphasis on monitoring, evaluation and evidence-based decision-making 
highlights the importance of viewing ODL as an iterative and evolving process. Institutions that use 
data analytics, stakeholder feedback and performance indicators can refine their strategies, 
enhance learning outcomes and demonstrate their impacts more effectively. The strategic 
implementation planning framework presented in this book provides a clear pathway for 
translating vision into actionable and measurable institutional change. At its core, this publication 
reaffirms that ODL is a powerful instrument for educational equity and social transformation. When 
thoughtfully designed and effectively implemented, it has the potential to break down barriers of 
geography, socio-economic status and time, thereby widening participation and promoting lifelong 
learning. In doing so, ODL contributes directly to national development goals and global agendas, 
such as the United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 4, which focuses on inclusive and 
equitable quality education. 
 
In conclusion, institutions are encouraged to approach ODL not as a one-time initiative but as a 
continuous journey of innovation, adaptation, and institutional learning. By leveraging the 



 238  

frameworks, strategies and tools provided in this book, higher education institutions can build 
resilient, inclusive and future-ready learning systems that respond effectively to the demands of the 
digital age and the knowledge economy. 
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 Appendices: Implementation toolkit 
 
Appendix A: Institutional ODL Readiness Assessment Tool 
 
Purpose 
 
To help institutions assess their preparedness for implementing or strengthening ODL systems 
across policy, governance, infrastructure, human resources, curriculum and learner support 
dimensions. 
 
Instructions 
 
Rate each indicator on a scale of 1–4: 
1 = Not in place  
2 = Partially in place 
3 = Adequately in place 
4 = Fully in place 
 
Table A1: Policy and governance readiness 

Indicator 1 2 3 4 
Institution has an official ODL policy 

    

Policy aligns with national education and ICT policies 
    

ODL governance structure or directorate exists 
    

Implementation committees/workgroups operational 
    

Policy includes M&E and review mechanisms 
    

 
Table A2: Technological readiness 

Indicator 1 2 3 4 
LMS in place (e.g., Moodle, Blackboard, Canvas) 

    

Server capacity, Internet bandwidth and uptime sufficient 
    

Cybersecurity and data protection policies 
    

Availability of multimedia production facilities 
    

Device access for faculty and learners 
    

 
Table A3: Faculty and staff readiness 

Indicator 1 2 3 4 
Faculty trained in digital pedagogy 

    

Instructional design support available 
    

Technical support team available 
    

Digital literacy baseline established 
    

Incentive mechanisms exist 
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Table A4: Curriculum and learning resources readiness 

Indicator 1 2 3 4 
ODL course templates available 

    

Courses aligned to industry needs 
    

Multimedia-rich course materials 
    

Use of open educational resources (OER) 
    

Universal design for learning (UDL) integrated 
    

 
Table A5: Learner support readiness 

Indicator 1 2 3 4 
Help desk for academic and technical support 

    

Academic advising structures 
    

Psychosocial support mechanisms 
    

Digital orientation programmes 
    

Early warning and intervention systems 
    

 
Table A6: Summary scoring sheet 

Dimension Score /20 
Policy & governance 

 

Technology 
 

Faculty 
 

Curriculum 
 

Learner Support 
 

TOTAL (100) 
 

 
Interpretation 
 

• 80–100: Highly ODL ready 
• 60–79: Moderately ready; requires strengthening 
• 40–59: Low readiness; significant improvements needed 
• <40: Not ready; foundational investments required 
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Appendix B: Labour Market Analysis Instrument 
 
Purpose 
 
To guide HEIs in assessing labour market needs to ensure industry-aligned curriculum 
development. 
 
Table B1: Labour market intelligence collection matrix 

Information source Data collected Frequency Responsibility 
National statistics office Employment trends, sector growth Annual Institutional Planning Unit 
Employers & HR teams Skills shortages, hiring challenges Quarterly Industry Liaison Office 
Professional bodies Emerging competencies Biannual Deans/HoDs 
Online job portals Real-time skill demand Monthly Career Services 
Industry associations Sector performance reports Annual Partnerships Office 

 
Table B2: Skills gap analysis template 

Skill category Skills in 
demand 

Skills supplied by 
graduates 

Gap 
analysis 

Actions 
required 

Technical skills 
    

Digital skills 
    

Soft and transversal 
skills 

    

Sector-specific skills 
    

 
Industry consultation guide 
 
Example questions for focus groups and interviews: 
 

1. What roles are most difficult to fill? 
2. Which competencies do current graduates lack? 
3. What emerging technologies are reshaping your sector? 
4. What work-integrated learning opportunities can be cocreated? 
5. What partnerships can support curriculum delivery? 
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Appendix C: Institutional ODL Policy Template 
 
The structure of Table C1 is based on the content in Chapter 1. 
 
Table C1: Policy sections 

No. Section 
1.  Preamble and Rationale 
2.  Vision, Mission, and Guiding Principles 
3.  Scope of Policy Application 
4.  ODL Governance Structure 
5.  Programme Development and Approval Processes 
6.  Learning Technologies and Standards 
7.  Faculty Roles and Workload Models 
8.  Learner Support Framework 
9.  Quality Assurance Mechanisms 
10.  Assessment and Examination Policies 
11.  Open Educational Resources and Intellectual Property Policies 
12.  Data Protection and Cybersecurity 
13.  Funding and Resource Mobilisation 
14.  Monitoring, Evaluation, and Policy Review 
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Appendix D: Faculty Digital Competency Self-Assessment Tool 
 
Purpose 
 
To help faculty assess their competencies in digital pedagogy. 
 
Rate: 1 = Beginner, 2 = Intermediate, 3 = Proficient, 4 = Expert 
 
Table D1: Competency areas 

Competency 1 2 3 4 
LMS navigation and course set-up 

    

Designing online learning activities 
    

Creating multimedia content 
    

Online facilitation and engagement 
    

Digital assessment design 
    

Feedback and learner support 
    

Use of analytics to improve teaching 
    

 
Training Recommendations 
 
Based on score ranges: 
 

• 7–14 → Foundational digital literacy training needed 
• 15–21 → Intermediate skills; enhance pedagogy 
• 22–28 → Strong skills; focus on innovation 
• 29+ → Suitable for mentorship/lead facilitator role 
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Appendix E: ODL Quality Assurance Checklist 
 
The structure of Table E1 is based on the content in Chapter 9. 
 
Table E1: ODL quality assurance checklist 

QA Area Indicator Yes/No 
Course Design Learning outcomes aligned with assessments 

 
 

Follows institutional ODL template 
 

 
UDL principles applied 

 

Content Production Multimedia quality and accessibility standards 
 

 
OER policy followed 

 

Learner Support Clear orientation activities 
 

 
Access to advisors, TAs, mentors 

 

Assessment Academic integrity measures included 
 

 
Continuous assessment used 

 

Evaluation Course evaluation forms available 
 

 
Data analytics integrated 
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Appendix F: ODL Monitoring and Evaluation Indicators 
 
Access & Equity Indicators 
 

• Enrolment by gender, location, disability, age 
• Device ownership & Internet access 
• Participation in orientation programmes 

 
Quality Indicators 
 

• Course completion rate 
• Learner satisfaction index 
• Faculty digital competency scores 
• Turnaround time for feedback 

 
Efficiency Indicators 
 

• Cost per learner 
• LMS uptime and downtime 
• Content development timelines 

 
Employability Indicators 
 

• Graduate employment rate 
• Internship and WIL participation 
• Employer satisfaction ratings 
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Appendix G: ODL Implementation Roadmap Template 
 
Purpose 
 
To guide institutions in sequencing their ODL deployment activities over 12–36 months. 
 
Table G1: Template for implementation roadmap  

Phase Key activities Timeline Responsible unit Resources 
needed 

Phase 1: Policy & 
Governance 

Develop ODL policy; 
establish ODL unit 

Months 1–3 Management, ODL 
office 

Budget; staff 

Phase 2: 
Infrastructure 

Deploy LMS; upgrade 
connectivity 

Months 3–6 ICT Hardware, 
software 

Phase 3: Capacity 
building 

Train faculty in digital 
pedagogy 

Months 4–12 HR; teaching & 
learning centre 

Training 
materials 

Phase 4: Curriculum 
Design 

Develop first batch ODL 
courses 

Months 6–18 Faculties, 
instructional design 
unit 

Course teams 

Phase 5: Learner 
Support 

Set up advising, help 
desk, orientation 

Months 9–18 Student affairs Personnel & 
systems 

Phase 6: QA & M&E Pilot courses; review 
data 

Months 12–24 QA office QA tools 

Phase 7: Scale-Up Expand to more 
programmes 

Months 18–36 ODL directorate Additional 
funding 
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